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Thisonesfor Dancing Girl
(Thischa-chasonme))



An I ntroduction,
in which we are once again ushered into the world of marvels.

Ah. Many of you have come back for another of our tales.

Those of you who were here before know of my compatriot's story of
the two Sinbads, full of marvels and dangers, but atalein which al
comesright inthe end. Yes, yes, dear fellow, except of course for that
unfortunate business with the Queen of the Apes. But that isal behind
you now, or so we shdl al most fervently hope. Y ou appear, quite
frankly, to be amost completely recovered.

But on with the busnessthat bringsusal here. Today | will tell you a
second tae, onefilled with such wonders and terrorsthat it shal make
brave Sinbad's previous story seem like the dightest of rumors
whispered in thewind.

Soitisthat I, too, shal return to that time before time, when Baghdad,
whose towers seem to be made from the light of the sky and the colors
of the dawn rather than common mud and clay, wasthe greatest city in
al the earth. But thisisatde of other landsaswéll, with dark and
forbidding forests so large that they hold trees equd to one hundred
timesthe entire population of Persia, places so greet that they might
hide the best and worst of men and beasts. And my tale shdl travel
even farther dtill, past great and searing deserts, where lurk those wild
things banned from al the cities of men, and where both man and beast
might go made from heat and thirt.

But my story is more than asimple catalogue of the strange and the
terrifying. It isthe tale of acertain man, of humble bearing and modest
occupation, named Ali Baba, and how a chance encounter led him to
great wealth and even greater danger.

Ahal | hear certain of you cry. Thisisthetade of the Forty Thieves!
Andyes, thisisthetade of the Exactly Forty Thieves, and how they fell
upon hard timeswith their Greater Caravan Redistribution Program.



What, do you ask, do | mean by exactly? And what did the thievesdo
to dl those caravans?

Perhaps you do not know the true story of the forty thieves, after al,
including the interference of certain djinn and items of exceptiona
magic. Perhaps you would be better served if you ceased your chatter
and began to listen. Perhaps you have even guessed that my nameis
indeed Ali Baba, and, especidly you noisy lot in the back, perhapsyou
forget that | once was one of the most talented of woodcutters, and
have retained afacility for the exacting use of exceedingly sharp
ingruments

That is much better. A storyteller needsto hear hisown voice. | shal
begin.

And please, thistime, no giggling during the dramatic passages.



BOOK THE FIRST:
being
ALI BABA'SSTORY



Chapter the Firgt,

in which we find there is more to a woodcutter's lot than a pile of
logs.

Every man, itissaid, has hisdestiny, and it isawise man who accepts

what iswritten for him. Ah, but thereis a catch upon that very line, for

what man can find that scrap of parchment upon which his own destiny
iswrit?

So it was that a certain poor woodcutter did eke out hisexistencein a
certain city in the mogt distant corner of Perda, ignorant of the great
events that were soon to shape hislife in unexpected and even
extremely unlikely directions. And that humble yet industrious
woodcutter was named Ali Baba.

Now, Ali Babawas the younger of two sons, and when hisfather had
passed from thisworld, the elder bequeathed dl of his earthly goods
upon the older of the two, whose name was Kassm. Thiswas, of
course, the accepted custom in that place and time, asit remainstoday.
And the younger son did well to accept this, for hisfather was not a
wedlthy man, and the humble should not become bitter because custom
should turn against them.

But this newfound wealth was not enough for Kassim, and the elder
brother squandered those coins like aman might pour water into the
desert sands, until he, too, was forced to seek employment. And even
in thisregard was he none too prudent, for hefdl in with certain bad
company, and began to run certain errands and perform certain
sarvices for acertain house of extremely low repute. But till did Al
Babakeep slent, and continue to go about his menia bus ness without
complant.

So it wasthat Ali Baba pursued hiswoodcutting, day in and day out,
collecting vast and back-breaking quantities of wood in the wild forest
beyond the city, recelving caluses upon hispamsand splintersin his
fingers, facing constant threets from wild bandits and wilder bessts, s0



that he might eke out the most meager of existences. And Kassm, who
appeared to do what little labor was expected of himin the middle of
the night, would loll about the house during the day and cal to his many
servants for scented water to cool his brow. But Ali Baba thought little
of hisbrother'slot, even though his brother happened to live directly
next door to Ali Baba's poor hove, and athough his brother's actual ot
was far larger than the pitiful few feet of property that Ali Baba, his
wife, and the one single servant that they could afford were crowded
upon, and further that Kassm seemed to have loud and vociferous
gatheringsthat lasted far into the night, depriving Ali Baba of
much-needed deep.

But till did the modest woodcutter not object. So humble and
hardworking was thisman, in fact, that he barely noticed the dozens
upon dozens of petty affronts and nagging oversights on the part of his
less-than-perfect brother that might cause him to object. Of course,
should | dwell upon this unpleasant matter, thereis one small example
that happensto cometo mind. It isacertain incident concerning an
evening pleasant in all respects. At least it was pleasant at first, before
the actions of the jet-black stdlions of Kassm's superior (whosetrue
name was Goha, but whom dl called One Thumb, since the thumb
which once rested upon his left hand rested there no more, having been
separated from the remainder of hisflesh by aparticularly sharp
scimitar during a particularly heated discussion concerning the
disposition of certain women of that household over which he held
dominion) asthey wandered away from Kassm's gateway. And these
gallions did happen to poke their heads through a spacein Ali Baba's
fence, and they further did happen to sample the finest young
vegetables from the man's smal yet tidy garden. And further, inthe
manner of horses everywhere, as did they eat, so did they defecate, so
that their offal covered the usualy spotless stone path that led to Ali
Baba's gate. Therefore, when Ali Baba arose the next morning, even
before the dawn, so that he might drive his mulesthe incredibly greet
distance into that portion of the dangerous forest where the best wood
might be found, he discovered these twin disasters.



But was the noble woodcutter upset at the loss of hisvegetables,
without which he would be hard-pressed to feed his household a
balanced, if undeniably meager, diet? But was the humble Ali Baba
embittered because his front walk was now heavily soiled and
odoriferous?

Well, we shal leave such questionsfor the sages, for at that exact
moment the unassuming Ali Baba, truly a prince among paupers, did
indeed espy his brother, Kassm, traversing his nearby gate. And so
meek of manner was the woodcutter that he did not wish to draw the
degree of attention to these recent upsetting matters as some might
have found necessary.

"Good brother!" wasingtead his gresting.

"What isit now?" Kassm responded shortly. "Can you not seethat |
amabusy man?'

And indeed, Ali Babawas uncertain whether he wished to make his
brother busier ill. Yet did he fed that such business, once begun, was
best done with. So it wasthat he stated: " There are two things that have
cometo my notice." And with that statement, he pointed at the
vegetable garden, a patch of ground where vegetables now grew no
more.

His brother glanced hurriedly at the disturbed earth. "'From the looks of
your garden, it iswisethat your primary trade liesin woodcutting,” was
Kassm'sjovid reply.

But wasthe meek Ali Baba prepared to stand idly by and silently
accept his brother'sill-considered humor? Perhaps not, for the
woodcutter further stated: "But the deed was done by Goha's horses.”
And, as proof of this statement, he pointed to the overly fragrant
mounds upon thewalk.

At this Kassm frowned, and wrinkled hislarge and ill-shaped nose.



"Why has this not been removed? It is bad enough that you must livein
such close quarters. Y ou should be careful that your habits do not
further sully the neighborhood.” And with that his brother whedled
about, and marched away with that imperious stride so cultivated by
the well-to-do.

But wasthe smple Ali Baba, so much purer in spirit than hisbrother in
S0 many ways, put out in the least by his brother's selfishness and lack
of understanding? But was the righteous Ali Babaready to tekethis
earthenware cup that isnow in his hands and smash it into bits againgt
this nearby tent pole? Was the dways courteous Ali Baba about to
take this parchment before him and shred it into tiny pieces, wishing
each piece were a part of his brother's-

Oh, dear. Y ou must excuse me. | wastemporarily carried away by my
tale. Why are you shifting your position? Y ou are certainly not
considering leaving. | am but setting the stage for the greet eventsto
come. Perhaps Sinbad is correct, and | should tell the tale more directly.

Where are you going? | have not even told you about the Curse of the
Contrary Wishes, or the awesome discovery | made upon National
Djinni Day. And | have not breathed the first word about the Palace of
Beautiful WWomen,

Ah, that is much better. | believe | have done enough to set the stage,
and shall proceed-yes, most rapidly-to the point at which the true
action began, and | redlized that my life would be changed forever.

What isthat? Oh, yes, the Pdace of Beautiful Women. Wdll, | shall
comment upon that eventualy.



Chapter the Second,

in which we again attempt to determine wherein lies the truth of
thetale.

So it was that the hardworking Ali Baba found himself chopping the
most sturdy wood from the darkest part of the forest, a place so dense
with undergrowth that it seemed to be twilight at noon, and every
shadow appeared to produce a further shadow of itsown. Ali Baba
was understandably disquieted by his surroundings, but he aso knew
that the wood that he cut would bring agood price a market, so that
he might provide adequately for hiswife and children.

But the sun shifted beyond a nearby hill, and the afternoon became no
brighter than the onset of evening. Thewind increased in volume,
bringing with it the growling cry of someforest predator. Ali Baba
redoubled his efforts, wondering if any amount of effort might be worth
theloss of hislife. It waslittle wonder, then, that he jumped and hit his
head upon that tree branch when he heard the approach of agreat

many horses.

Did | say agreat many? He quickly ran from the path asthe earth
shook with their gpproach. Asthey passed his hiding place within the
denseforest thicket, Ali Babafurther heard the sounds of coarse
laughter and the sort of language one did not generally associate with
the upper echelons of polite society. So full of entirely understandable
trepidation was he that he dmost completely forgot about the bump
upon hishead, and remained as completely sill asaliving being might
within his place of concedment.

But till did the shaking of the earth become greater, so that Ali Baba
could no longer distinguish between the movement benesth hisfeet and
the quaking of hisown form at what transpired. For, just beyond the
thicket, he could now see the horses gallop past in twos and threes.
And upon every horse there rode a man clothed in robes asdark asa
sorm at night. Ali Babadlently counted as they passed, and when he
could see nothing more but adissipating cloud of dust, he had



enumerated fully forty horsesand forty riders.

Perhaps, he thought, hismost prudent course of action would beto turn
away and gather together his mules (which he had tied to a group of
trees a somelittle distance), and thereupon he and his mules should
remove themsalves from the immediate region as quickly astheir legs
could carry them. But, as the wise man has often said, scrutiny may
sguash the swiftest Smba. So it was with the woodcutter, who, ashe
absently rubbed the tender spot atop his head, knew that he might
never rest until he discovered what such agroup of fearsome men were
doing in this remote corner of the forest.

Therefore, in order to learn further the ways of the coarse and the
dark-robed, Ali Babaturned himsdlf about, and saw that al forty men
had stopped their steeds in anearby clearing by the side of asteep hill.
Having dismounted, al pulled bags of foodstuffs and waterskinsfrom
onesdeof their horses. But then, with asigna from the man at the
front of their ranks (who Ali Baba reasoned must have been their
leader), the thirty-nine remaining freed those bags from the other sde of
their saddles. And, from the way these bags clanked asthey hit the dry
earth, and the effort that it took for the forty men to carry these sacks,
Ali Baba guessed that that baggage must befilled with gold and other
itemsof vaue.

Some of the men did then turn around, and Ali Baba ever so carefully
looked out of his hiding place to get a better idea of what manner of
man carried this sort of gold. What he regarded next did not give him
ease, for every man seemed to wear agreat beard parted in the middle
and curled to ether sde. What truly gave them afierce appearance,
however, was the density of those beards, with hair so thick that each
beard rose amogt to that man's eyeballs. Not that Ali Baba could see
truly those eyeballs, for these men did squint and scowl asif each one
had aless pleasant digposition than his brother.

There could be but one conclusion. Thisgold that these men carried
could never be the result of honest |abor. Ali Babawastherefore



spying upon bandits of the worst sort. Once again did the woodcutter
resolve not to invite any of those assembled before him for any socia
occasion whatsoever.

"Gather around!" their leader called in aparticularly rasping and
uncultured voice. "We shd| pass quickly into our hiding place!™

Their leader then walked toward alarge rock set at the back of the
clearing, arock astal asthree men and equally wide. It was while ill
facing that rock that the bandit leader spoke the following words:

"Open, Sesame!”

Ali Babadid not marve greatly on these strange words at firgt, for his
mind was occupied with wondering which side of that dense wood
would serve as the bandits hiding place. But to his amazement, their
destination was no part of the wood at dl. He instead heard a great
grinding noise, and saw the great rock roll aside, reveding a deep cave
within the hillsde beyond.

None of the bandits before him remarked upon this occurrence at al,
asif agreat boulder's independent movement were as common asthe
spit of acamd. Instead, they once again carried their burdens forward
into the newly reveaed cave, groaning and complaining abit at the
weight of their parcels, and insulting each other in such away that it
fully reasserted their low breeding.

So surprised was Ali Baba at this amazing occurrence that he dmost
stepped forth from hishiding place. He did lean asfar forward asthe
brambles would let him, and therefore was privileged to hear two
further words from deep within the cavern.

"Close, Sesamd!”

And with that, the great boulder prompitly rolled back into its place to
hide the cave beyond.



What was thiswonderful enchantment, where great rocks would move
at the smple mention of an agriculturd product? Ali Babawas so
overwhelmed that it took him amoment to redize how entangled he
had become in the briars, and amoment beyond that to panic at the
thought that he might not be able to untangle himsalf before the bandits
reemerged. Thus did he spend the next few minutes freeing his clean
but smple dlothing fromits briar captivity, while a the sametime
attempting not to picture the many sharply curved scimitars he had seen
hanging a the waists of the men in black.

Y et Ali Babasfingers were as nimble as any who earned one's keep
through honest toil, and the woodcutter managed to release himsalf
before there was any further noise from the boulder at the hillside. Y e,
before he could consider what to do with his mules or those many other
facets of thisincreasingly complex stuation, the ground did once again
shake around him asthe great rock tumbled away from the bandits
hideaway.

"Quickly!" the leader called to the other thieves. "We mugt fulfill our
task, and return to the route of the caravansto collect more gold!" He
clapped to hurry the otherslong. "Close, Sesame!”

Perhaps the leader had been abit too fast in the pursuit of hisgodl, for
thistimetheroll of the boulder was accompanied by aloud and
extremey unpleasant scream.

"Something iswrong!" the bandit leader snapped.

"Oh, no," the other bandits were quick to assure him. "Hardly anything
adl"

The leader pointed at each member of hisretinuein turn ashislips
moved rapidly but slently. "1 do not seedl thirty-nine of you!"

"Well, thereisthat, O bravest of brigands," one of the others admitted.



"I bedieve it was Number Twenty-eight,” another ventured.

"Twenty-eight?" another mused. "He dwayswas alittle dow. Wonder
he madeit thisfar."

"Twenty-eight?"' their leeder demanded. "Ishe dill trapped within the
cave?'

"No," one of the othersreplied, "he made it through the entranceway."
"Atleadt," another added, "most of him did."

"What are you saying?' their leader asked angrily. "Have we lost
Number Twenty-eight?'

"Well, not precisdy lost-" another of their number answered quickly.

"No," an additiona brigand elucidated. "Heis smply much broader and
flatter than he was previoudy."

"Heisaso," one of the earlier speakers added, "far more deceased.”

With that, the chief of al the brigands ssumbled backward into that last
small corner of light that still graced the clearing and looked off toward
the heavens, his eyes catching thelast rays of the setting sunin such a
way that hisface seemed alight with fear. His voice shook when next he
spoke. "Then there are only- thirty-nine thieves?'

What, Ali Babamarveled, would be horrendous enough to make such
afearsome man know fright?

The bandit band had no answer to this question, and the whole forest
seemed heavy with their silence. But that unnaturd quiet would not
endure for long, for their leader had become quite agitated. "Oh, woe!"
he cried in the most lamenting of tones. He drew his scimitar and



waved it about in the most reckless of fashions. "Heads will roll! Bdllies
will bedit! Limbswill be chopped off a random!™

The other thirty-eight ruffians|ooked nervoudy back and forth, and
appeared to be extremey busy shifting from foot to foot and clearing
their throats. Their leader jumped ever higher intheair, calling out
gyllables that might have been words had he not been so upset.

"Pardon, O firgt among thieves," one brave outlaw ventured at last.
"We do have another option."

"Another option?' The leader waved his sword in the other spesker's
direction. "l should split you in two for the very thought! Remember,
when you agreed to join this band, you were told thereisno discipline
here but death!"

"But"-hisface took on a certain ashen quality as he continued to
gpeak-"then we should be only thirty-eight.” Ther leader laughed
bitterly as he lowered his sword. "Y ou know how luck desertsuswhen
we number less than forty strong!”

With that, Ali Baba heard the sound of distant thunder. Hadn't the sky
been without clouds only afew minutes before?

"I bow to your superior wisdom, O cleverest of cutpurses,” the man
who had spoken before answered smoothly. "It istherefore of the
utmost importance that we quickly regain our full complement of forty
thieves so that we might once again be blessed by those dark forces
which weworship."

"Easy enough for you to say!" The leader again laughed harshly, asif he
gtill could not see the reason of the other. "But where might we find
another thief on such short notice, especialy in so dark and deserted a
wood asthis?'

"Well, thereisthat fellow hiding over therein the brambles." The other



man pointed straight at Ali Baba

With that, haf adozen of the bandits legpt forward and dragged the
very dartled Ali Babafrom hisinadequate hiding place.

Still was the leader not convinced. The chieftain of the bandits stared at
Ali Baba, his bearded gaze amixture of surprise and skepticism, with a
hearty dose of dismissal mixed within. Ali Baba, for his part, tripped
and stumbled down upon the ground before them.

"Thisman isnot even thief materid!" the leader announced. "His
clothing isal threadbare and covered with brambles. Furthermore, he
appears to have abloody lump upon hishead, asif he has recently
been hit with ablunt object.”

"A beaten man, O sultan of swipe," the bold speaker replied. "Think
how prepared he shdl be for the sort of discipline you might chooseto
dispense for minor infractions.”

"Discipline?' said another with afrown. "I thought the only discipline
was death.”

"What?Y ou dare to question me?" the bandit leader screamed as half a
dozen of hisfellowslegpt upon the man who had made the offending
gatement. "Kill him!" He paused in thought, his scimitar again poised
highintheair. "No, no, that would only prove his point. Hiswas
certainly aminor infraction, it deservesaminor punishment. We shall
only cut off histhumb. No, no, thelittle finger. And from theleft hand,
too! See? From this moment forward, | shall be merciful.”

Ali Baba had some trouble concentrating on the next portion of the
conversation, duein large part to the screams of a certain man being
shown the leader's mercy.

"But we areimpolite!" the leader remarked as he turned to the
woodcutter. The leader was nothing but smiles, while Ali Babafor his



part was of the opinion that he was not at present experiencing the
mogt auspiciousturn of events.

"We have not welcomed the latest member of our fearsome band,” the
leader encouraged. And with that, al the remaining thieves, even the
onewho had very recently been deprived of abody portion, drew their
scimitars and held them overhead while they let out agrest cry.

"You are one of usnow!" cried one of the thirty-nine.

"Thereisno escape!" added a second.

"You will know thelife of athief!" cheered athird.

"One destined to be hanged!" opined afourth.

"Richeswill flow through your fingerd" suggested afifth.

"Before your hand is chopped from your wrist!" chortled asixth.

"Gold dust will flow through your veind" encouraged a seventh.

"If you should live to spend any of it!" mentioned an eighth.

And il did the encouragements continue to rain down upon Ali Baba,
if encouragementsthey were, for they seemed equaly divided between
the loftiest of promises and the direst of thrests.

"Quickly now!" their leader interrupted them at last. "Give our newest
member hisrobes dark as the deepest cave and his sword sharp asan
infant'sanger!”

"Number Onelikesto talk likethat," the thief who brought the robes

whispered in Ali Babas ear asthe woodcutter at last rose from his
knees.



"No talking so that others cannot hear, Number Seventeen!” Number
One chided. "Y ou know how much enjoyment | garner from removing
tongues™

AH thethieveslaughed a that. Percelving that it wasthe socidly
acceptable thing to do, Ali Babadid his best to laugh aswell. Hedso
hurried to don the proffered robes, as he sensed dready from his
limited experience that any pausein the action might engender a
corresponding change in the leader's mood.

The leader nodded curtly when Ali Babawas dressed. " Grow your
bread thickly and quickly, and dl shdl beweI!"

Grow his beard thickly and quickly? Ali Babathought in dismay.
Although he could chop wood the equa of any man, his beard,
especialy upon his cheeks, tended toward the thin and scraggly. He
wondered if it would be safe to mention such adifficulty, but before he
could resolve histhoughtsinto a suitable statement, the leader had
turned away.

"If I cannot grow my beard?" he instead asked the fellow who had
offered Ali Babahisrobes.

Number Seventeen made adashing motion of hand across his bearded
neck. "And | do not refer to the act of shaving.”

"Come, my thieves" Number One called from where he dready sat
adride hishorse. "The cave must befilled! Thereisgold to be
acquired! It istimetoride! And wherewetravel, death and disaster
aresureto follow!"

And with that all of the forty thieves minus one rushed to their horses
and followed their leader at full galop from the clearing.

It took Ali Baba somelittle moment of timeto redize what had just
occurred. A moment ago, he had been captured by agroup of



cutthroats and villains, and forced to join their ranks. And now, but a
moment later, those same cutthroats and villains had dl galoped awvay,
leaving him donein the dearing.

Perhaps, he thought, now would be as good atime as any to take his
mules and return to his humble home. Except that it was so quiet in this
clearing now. And he further was very aware of acertain nearby cave
and its contents. He therefore walked up to the great rock on the side
of the clearing and repeated the words of the bandit |eader:

"Open, Sesame!”

And therock did roll away, reveding agreat cavern beyond. Ali Baba
stepped carefully around the remains of Number Twenty-eight ashe
entered. But he found no mere cave within. No, instead of the rock
walls and floors which he had anticipated, he found himsdlf in the midst
of rich rugs hung upon thewalls and piled upon the floor, with
jewd-encrusted braziers of solid gold that were ill dight from the
bandits recent departure. This place looked more like the home of a
sultan than acavern carved by nature. Truly, Ali Babathought, this
place must serve as the bandits home when they were not searching for
gold. He stepped forward and pulled aside another rug that divided one
part of the cavern from the next.

Why, was his next thought, would the bandits have any need of more
gold than this? For beyond the hanging the cavern widened and
deepened aswell, dthough the woodcutter could only guessat the
chamber's vast Size, for the great mgjority of the space was occupied
by great piles of gold and precious stones.

Ali Babas eyesflicked from one end of the room to the other,
attempting somehow to comprehend the extent of thiswealth. But as
fast ashiseyes moved, his brain worked faster. There was so much
gold inthisroom that surely the thieveswould not notice if abit of it
was missing; say, the exact amount that could be carried by one
woodcutter and six strong mules? And why shouldn't Ali Babatake



some of the gold with him, for when would he ever have occasion to
run into these forty thieves again? Especidly if he wereto remove
himself from this particular part of the forest forevermore?

These were the woodcutter's noble though somewhat deficient thoughts
as he dragged forth bag after bag of gold, two for each of his sturdy
mulesto carry back to the city. If he had but known of the dire
consequences of hisactions, well, hewould have taken the valuables,
anyway. After dl, gold isgold, and that sort of riches doesn't cometo a
woodcutter every day. But he perhaps would have been alittle less
cheerful about what had so recently transpired.

He could have sworn, as heleft the cave for the find time, that he heard
anoise, low and rumbling, like the degpest of chuckles. But it was
surdly thewind, he told himsdlf, or perhaps the murmur of an
underground spring.

If he had but known the true nature of his surroundings!
But Ali Babawould learn. For in one thing the bandit |eader had

spoken the truth. Where rode the forty thieves, death and disaster were
sureto follow!



Chapter the Third,

in which the woodcutter receives
a most woeful reception.

But, at thisjuncture at least, All Babawas blissfully unaware of the
calamitous consequences that were soon to follow. Instead, heled his
mules back into that city which served as his home, and further to the
street on which his house waslocated, and thence before hisfront gate,
grolling in such afashion that no one might suspect hismules carried
other than the sort of thing awoodcutter might haul from place to place.
But as he pushed open the gate, he discovered that someone had
bolted it from within, and panic threatened to take him by the throat, for
he did not wish to cal out loudly and thus draw attention to himself and
hismany mules

Ali Baba paused, and breathed deep of the evening air, and swore that
he would not be undone by the gate of his own exceedingly humble
home. Then it was that providence graced him with an idea What, he
pondered, would happen if he once again used those magic words that
had worked so well upon the gate to that cavern in the forest?

So it was that he again spoke those words, though much more softly
thistime, since the hour was growing late and he wished his neighbors
not to overhear him, for more reasons than one. Still, he said the words
clearly enough.

"Open, Sesame!”
And with that the gate unbolted and siwung open.

He quickly led his mules within the courtyard, and as soon asthe last of
the asses had entered, softly but firmly remarked, " Close, Sesame!™
and the gate did swing shut, and the bolt was once again thrown into
place, asif by magic. These, Ali Babareflected, were indeed words of

power.



However, the woodcutter had little time for reflection, for hiswiferan
out into their insubstantial courtyard, crying in strident tones. "How did
you enter the gate? It should have been locked.

Oh, woe! Our humble home has been broken into and our few meager
possessions areforfeit!”

Ali Babafet so blessed at that moment that even hiswife'slamentations
could not regtrain his spirit. "Ho, my beloved!” he said ingtead. "This
courtyard isso smdl, you may view dl of it without turning your head.
Do you see anything missing from your view?'

She frowned as her eyes darted back and forth to take their inventory.
"No, over thereisthe bucket with the holein it, and the rake missing
half its prongs. And yonder is our one-legged chicken and our sickly
goat. | supposewe till do retain al our worldly possessions. Not that

they amount to anything.”

At adifferent time, Ali Babawould do nothing but agree with her. But
now he had adozen sacks of gold and jewelsthat weighed heavily
upon hismind.

"Come, wife," he said instead, "and do not dwell upon our poor lotin
life, for our lot has changed.” With that, he patted the nearest of the
bulging sacks strapped to the mules. The sack did its part by making a

satisfyingly hearty chinking sound.

Hiswifesreaction was, at first, every hit as gratifying as the sound of
the gold, for her mouth fell open aswide as an old man's yawn. Soon,
however, her wits returned to her, and with those wits some idea of
what the bags contained and, even more, how those contents might
have been obtained.

"Oh, woel" shetherefore announced in her best wall. "A life of doing
naught but chopping wood has snapped your reason, and you have
turned to robbery!" She pulled convulsively at her ragged shawl. "All is



lost when awoodcutter goes bad!™

But the addition of so much gold to his possessions had put ashine
upon Ali Babas atitude, and he could do nothing but smile at the
continued fretting of hisbride. "Nothing could be further from the truth,
O wife. Come, let usunload the gold, and | shdl tell you how |
sumbled uponit.”

Once again did hiswife's mouth open asthe clever Ali Baba recounted
his adventure with the forty thieves, and the rock that rolled to an
enchantment, and the cavern that was filled with gold. And, when he
was done with his story, hiswife praised his feats and further praised
providence for showing her husband thisill-gotten wedth so thet it
could be removed from those men of low breeding and given to
someone who truly deserved it.

But then did the woodcutter's wife hesitate, and frown again. "Oh,
woe!" she cried, looking at the dozen sacks of gold before her. Y ou
have brought me apile of gold, but not given amoment's thought of
whereto put it! Now will my frail, poverty-weakened muscles be
forced to lift those heavy sacks and find someplace to hide them from
inquisitive neighbors, not to mention certain authoritieswho might
guestion the manner in which they were obtained!"

Ali Babahad to admit that some of hiswifesworrieswerevalid. But
so filled with energy was he by hisgood fortune that he found himsdlf
filled with ideas aswell, such asthe next one that came from hislips

"Wife, you have often complained about the unevenness of the kitchen
floor, and how it has atendency to turn into the worst sort of mud
when thereis any amount of rain whatsoever. What if we wereto bury
the gold within the kitchen's confines so that you might have afirmer
foundation under your feet?'

Ali Babas suggestion seemed to cam hiswifes nerves, if only for afew
seconds. "Oh; woel" she remarked. "Then we are to bury the gold



without any idea of how much you have obtained?' She wrung her
hands and looked upward to the sky. "It isjust like aman not to
consider one's budget!”

Now, Ali Babawas aman who knew gresat patience. But the most
pesceful river must at some point meet the mighty ocean. So it was that
he tated in asomewhat more forceful voice: "But it will take more days
than there arein summer to count dl thisgold!”

But till was hiswife unconvinced. " Perhgpsthisis 0. But there must
be some way to measure dl this grest wedlth. Otherwise, how will we
ever determine the children'sinheritance? Surely, if we cannot count
every piece of gold within those sacks, we can at least measure its bulk
and through that determine the extent of our wedlth.”

Ali Baba admitted that perhapsit would be wise to consider the future.
Hefurther redlized that he would need to get some deep at some point
inhislife, and so he acceded to hiswifeswishes.

"It isapleasure to obey so clever ahusbhand,” shereplied. And, since
the woodcutter's household was far too poor to own so sophisticated
an instrument as a common measure, she thereupon walked over to the
fence that the household shared with their next-door neighbor, who
also happened to be Ali Baba's brother, Kassim.

Now, asyou may recal from earlier inmy tale, Kassm inherited by far
the greater share of their father's wealth, and despite squandering
amog dl of these moniesin base pursuits, had il retained ahome of
some size and eegance, and had further been wed to awoman who
had some common association with his less-than-reputable employer.

Despite their proximity, the two households had littleimmediate
contact, primarily due to certain misplaced ideas concerning superiority
and socid sanding among those members of Kassm'sfamily.
Nonetheless, well did Ali Baba and hiswife know that they would
witnessthe arrival of Kassm'swife once every evening, as she would



cometo their common fence at that moment when she was looking for
ahandy placeto throw the remains of her family's evening med.

So it wasthat Ali Baba's wifetook hersdf to that far corner of the yard
as the woodcutter dragged the heavy sacks within the confines of the
kitchen. Once there he derted their only dave, for they were so poor
that they could afford but one, that he would need her assstancein
digging asizablepit.

As he created the hiding place, it soon cameto pass that Kassm's wife
reached the fence where stood his wife, and, athough the two women
spoke at the very end of the courtyard, sill wasthe courtyard so
miserably smdll that Ali Baba could hear their every word. So he
listened while hiswife lamented that his household had no measure, and
he further heard with even more interest the remarkably sultry tones of
Kassm'swife as she remarked that she would see what she might
uncover. He again thought, as he dug, of the shame that such acomely
form and enticing demeanor asthose held by hisbrother'swife had to
be combined with such low breeding!

But hiswandering mind deafened him to the true meaning beyond the
other woman'swords. Oh, if only he had known of Kassm'swife's
subterfuge, and the dire consequences that would soon ensue! Still,
were that the case, the story would end here, and be nowhere near as
filled with danger and magic. But certain mgjor playerswithin this
dramamight also have remained among theliving.

Ali Babaingtead returned to his pit as he heard hiswife explain that the
digging noise must surely be coming from the next yard over. Their plot
of land was so miserably small. Noise carried so well on summer
evenings. But couldn't she fetch the measure for them?

Anything, came the other woman's deep-throated reply, for the wife of
that strong and manly woodcutter.

Ali Babaredoubled his digging as he heard the neighbor's voice fade



with distance. This had been atrying day, he redized, and he would
fed better to free hismind of errant thoughts and be done with his
[abors.

If he had but redized that the morrow would be far worsel!



Chapter the Fourth,
in which we recall the importance
of a good memory.

Stll it wasfar into the night before Ali Baba could find hisrest, ashe
continued to dig, hiswife measured, and their young dave, Marjanah,
laid the gold within the ditch for hour after hour. And, even when their
labor was complete, the weary woodcutter could not rest for long, for
he perceived that he should till rise at first light, as was his habit, and
go about hisbusiness asif he had not recently found a sultan's ransom
ingold. Truly, thought Ali Baba, thisaccumulation of vast wedth was
not al that he had imagined.

So did he arise with first cock crow, and taking his muleswith him, he
did depart to another forest on the far sde of the city from that dense
wood where the forty thieves kept their cache of gold. And, aswas his
fashion, he soon became involved with the cutting and binding of twigs
and those other aspects of the lumberman's art, so that the day passed
with reasonable speed. Still was Ali Baba grestly fatigued from his
labors of the night before, so that, when he saw acloud cover the sun,
he decided it was enough of asign of rain for him to finish hiswork for
the day and return to his household.

So it was that, weary of muscle, blood, and bone, he and hismules
returned to that home which was not so pitiful asit had been the day
before. Traveling thus, he eventudly cameinto his courtyard, where he
found hiswife upon her knees, waliling and tearing at her dready ragged
garments. Truly, he had not expected a cheerful greeting from his mate,
for in hismany years of marriage he had come to know her actions
well. Y et he had not anticipated the dire nature of the newswith which
she now greeted him.

"Oh, woel" she cried with avoicefilled with anguish and regret. "All is
lost! Our great wedlth has been discovered!”

"Discovered?' Ali Babareplied as he for once shared the true depths



of hiswifésfedings. "What do you mean? Have the thieves found my
resdence?'

But hiswife's sole response was the continued wailing and wringing of
hands. And, indeed, now that the woodcutter considered his question,
he redlized that those forty thieves were so vile of temper and dark of
disposition that they would have | eft neither hiswailing wife nor his
pitiful home as evidence of their arrival.

"We are dill hidden from the thieves, then?' At this, a leadt, hiswife
nodded. But Ali Babawas still without an answer. And herealized,
with the grim certainty asailor might fed at an gpproaching sorm, that
there were other disasters possible beyond the return of the thieves,
otherswho might covet the gold and have the authority to takeit.

"Isit the city guard?’ Ali Baba asked.

Hiswifewas till so overcome with tearsthat she could do naught but
shake her head and look aloft, gazing, the woodcutter was sure, at
some power higher than theloca constabulary.

"No one aslowly asthe guard?' Ali Babasthroat felt asdry asthe
desert when a sandstorm is nigh. Who might have agreater claim upon
al that gold? He remembered then those white-turbaned strongmen
who guarded the palace of their sultan, men of polished sword and
deadly reflex. "Could it be," he therefore asked with some trepidation,
"theking's private army?"

But again hiswife's head shook amidst her bawling, which appeared to
have redoubled.

Ali Baba had never seen another individua, not even hiswife, cry so
prodigioudy. This, then, must be acadamity of untold proportions.
What could be worse than being discovered by thieves, the police, or
the private guard of the king?



Hiswife paused in her display long enough to choke out two words:
"Kassm'swife"

The two words had much the same effect as being kicked in the chest
by acamel. His secret was now known by hisless-than-virtuous
brother? His wife was quite correct. Thiswas worse than any of those
options he had previoudly foreseen.

"At lagt!" afamiliar voice cdled from behind him. "That duplicitous
individua who daresto cal himsdaf my brother has returned home.”

Ali Babadid not need to turn around to know that this was the voice of
hisonly brother, Kassm, and that he should further see Kassm
standing upon the other sde of their common fence. But, after taking a
bitter breath, the woodcutter did indeed turn around, and hewas not in
the least surprised.

Still can amazement come to the most fully prepared, for amere
moment later his brother opened his closed fist, and within that fist was
ashining piece of gold, identical in al waysto dl those countless other
piecesthat now resided benegth the kitchen floor of the woodcuitter.

"I believe," hisbrother said in avoice honed by alife of collecting debts
by any meansavailable, "that you are familiar with this. Infact, |
imagine you are familiar with agreat many of these. But you cannot
keep such afine secret from your dear brother, who, after dl, isonly
concerned about your welfare. Especialy when your dear brother has
such aclever wife"

And with that, Kassm's wife sauntered over to her lord and magter,
and, for but an ingtant, Ali Babawished that his own wife might walk
about in such afashion. But he banished such thoughts from his heed,
worrying instead how much his brother would demand from him asthe
price of slence.



It was then, hiswife pressed close by his side, that Kassim related how
hiswife had discovered Ali Babasgold. For, after Ali Babaswife had
asked for the measure, the wife of Kassm had gone to her husband
and told him that she had witnessed the most astonishing thing. Why,
indeed, would a household whose most prized possessionsincluded a
bucket with a hole within it and a one-legged chicken have need of an
ingtrument to measure anything? Hiswife's curiosity was so piqued, in
point of fact, that she decided to add a certain something to the bottom
of the measure before shelent it to Ali Babas household. So it was that
she rubbed a quantity of suet on the underside of the measure, in order
that, whatever that measure would rest upon, beit grain or com or
even-adthough plainly unthinkable-copper coins, that suet would retain
evidence of what had passed above.

Then it wasthat Kassm's crafty wife had passed the measureto Al
Baba's unsuspecting spouse. And when the measure was returned at
firg light upon thefollowing morning (for Ali Babaswifewasaways
conscientiousin such things, in-case she might want to borrow that
thing again), Kassm'swifeimmediately walked deep within her
household's palatia yard to a point where she could no longer be seen
across the common fence. Assured then that her plans would not be
spied upon by her neighbors, she turned the measure over to discover,
to her astonishment, not grain, or corn, or even copper, but acoin of
the purest gold.

She had, Kassm further explained, immediately brought the newsto
her husband, aswas the duty of every wife. And Kassm was most
distressed, for he would never suspect that his brother would hold such
arich secret from hisfamily, especialy congdering how Kassm was so
much more familiar with the handling of money.

Asthis story wastold, the woodcutter found himsdlf increasingly
pressed to pay attention solely to its details, as distressing asthey were.
For there was dso the matter of Kassm'swife to draw his awareness.
Indeed, she was most attentive toward her husband. But, as she
nibbled upon Kassm's ear, her eyes appeared to be fixed upon Ali



Baba.

"Surely," Kassm continued, "we thought it was some oversight that he
did not cometo usimmediately with the news."

"We know that dear Ali Babawould have no secretsfrom hisfamily!"
his wife added, somehow managing to talk and pout a the same ingtant.

The woodcutter experienced achill that had absolutely nothing to do
with the season of the year. And indeed, there was apart of Ali Baba
that wished to have no secrets from thiswoman at all.

Stll had Kassm and hiswife discovered the gold, and further had
Kassm the might of his master, One Thumb, that he might draw upon
should anyone become difficult, and even further sill wasthat pout that
the woodcutter could not bring himsdlf to turn away from. What could
Ali Babado but tell them the story of the forty thieves, the cavern of
gold, and the words of power?

Kassm listened most carefully, and asked certain questions that would
never have occurred to the woodcutter, questions that |eft little doubt
that he was aware of the most intimate habits of thieves.

"Very wdl," Kassm replied when Ali Babawasfinished. "l an most
pleased with your admission.” And, from the tondity of his speech, Ali
Baba could fathom that, had his brother not been pleased, there could
have been adistinct possibility of blood and broken bones, despite any
congderations of familid relations.

"l have asmdl task that | must perform for my master,” Kassm further
gtated. "But, upon the morrow, | shall visit this cavern, and seeif you
aretdling your dear brother the truth." He thereupon smiled, an action
which somehow reminded the woodcutter more of winter wind than
summer sun.

So it was that Kassm and his wife disappeared from their sde of the



fence. And Ali Babareturned to the solace of hiswife and his
maidservant, Marjanah. Indeed, even hiswife could sense the intensity
of the woodcutter's dismay, for her remarks of "Oh, woe!" did not
seem to be delivered with the usual force. Marjanah, for her part,
remarked quite reasonably that, snce Kassm and hiswife had made
no inquiry about the location and amount of that treasure Ali Baba had
already acquired, that treasure was at |east reasonably safe.

The woodcuitter, aas, would not be comforted. Once aman of
Kassm's mora standing discovered the location of some gold, his
thoughts would not rest until that gold had been transferred to his
safekeeping. And to further complicate matters, that man Kassm
worked for employed many others who were of the same moral
standing and thought processes as his brother. Little had Ali Baba
realized when the wise men said, "Present presently, departed
henceforth," they had been spesking about his gold.

But there were more miraclesin Ali Baba's future than those two
words, "Open, Sesame!”; for there then transpired atruly astonishing
sequence of events. Although the actud story cameto Ali Babaat a
somewheat |ater time, and in asomewhat different manner, still might |
now relate the exact nature of those eventsfor the sake of continuity.

So it was that, when next the cock crowed, the woodcutter's brother,
Kassm, proceeded without deep, as was often the habit of one who
performed so much of hiswork beneath the cloak of night, to that place
inthe forest that Ali Babahad earlier described. And, acquisitive man
that he was, Kassm took with him adozen mules and two fine horses
to help him carry theload that he planned to so easily acquire.

Now, athough Kassm and Ali Babaweretruly brothers, they seemed
opposed in dl things beyond parentage, asif atree might bear apear in
one season and afig in the next. So it wasthat, when Kassm reached
the clearing where stood the great rock, he marched straight to its
middle, without first observing the surrounding areafor unfriendly
persons, as the woodcutter surely would. And, oncein the clearing,



Kassim tied his mounts to the most convenient trees, rather than
secreting hisanimals as Ali Baba had done on that earlier day. After all,
in hismany years as enforcer of thewill of One Thumb, he had become
unused to the pursuit of subtlety. Kassm therefore completed histasks
in the easiest manner possible, and then strode forward to the grest
rock, saying in avoice o loud that it must have carried across hdf the
forest:

"Open, Sesame!”

And, as magic spdls do not discriminate according to the persond
attributes of those who speak them, so did the boulder roll aside with
an impressive, ground-shaking rumble. Kassm was much pleased that
his brother had spoken the truth, and resolved to stop thinking about
those punishments he had been prepared to inflict had the woodcutter's
words proved untrue. He strode forward into the cavern that had been
reveded, and after aquick "Close, Sesame!,” for even one as careless
as Kassm knew enough not to leave his back exposed, he followed his
brother's direction to that room that wasfilled, floor to celling, with gold
and precious stones and other objects of great value.

Kassm pulled aside the tapestry, and was overwhelmed for more than
amoment. There was more gold here in this one room than he had
witnessed in al of One Thumb's score of hiding places! Why had
Kassm not thought to bring fifty mules and ten horses?

Still, Kassim was sens ble enough not to chide himself too fredly.
Should he ever digpose of dl the wealth he could now carry, he might
awaysreturn for more. And should even that possbility fail him, he
could easily extort additiond large sumsfrom such aspinelessed ashis
brother. So it was that he cheerfully went about histask of filling the
many large sacks he had carried herein for this very purpose.

The hoursfled one upon another as he fulfilled this pursuit, but dl tasks
must have an ending, and so it wasthat Kassm at last had filled every
sack to bursting, and carried them from the treasure room out to the



entranceway. All that was | eft to do wasroll aside the stone and load
up his pack animds, and he should be awedthy man for therest of his

days.

He opened his mouth to say the magic words, but produced ayawn
instead. So involved with hiswork had he been that only at that
moment did he redize how greet afatigue had stolen over him. But he
had no time to deep, for the sun must be close to setting upon the other
sde of the enchanted boulder, and he knew from long experience that
great riches were best transported late at night. He attempted to rub the
deep out of hiseyes, and looked forward to the great stone, and
quickly said two words before another yawn might overtake him.

"Open, Barley!™
He waited patiently for the rock to roll outside, but nothing transpired.

Kassm frowned. There was something amiss. Perhaps hisfatigue was
causing hisvoiceto waver, and he was not issuing his command with
the proper authority. Therefore, he repeated himsdlf, thistime amost
shouting the words.

"Open, Barley!"

The great rock was as ill asbefore. It was at that moment that
Kassm had a horrible thought. Perhaps he had misremembered the
magica incantation. He turned and looked fondly again upon dl the
gold. Could aday of counting uncountable riches cause aman to take
leave of his senses?

Well, Kassm had been in far more ddlicate Stuationsthan this. If the
incantation did not concern itsdlf with barley, surely it was some other
common agricultura product. And, now that he thought of it, that
product had to be very common; so common that it would be smpleto
forget, even for one with as greast amental capacity asKassm. He
must then force himsdlf to think in amore common way than was his



uud.

"Open, Oatd" he therefore announced. The boulder did not
acknowledge these words, either. Kassim did his best to concentrate,
which seemed increasingly difficult when his head was heavy from
fatigue and his eyeswere full of gold and precious stones. Perhaps, he
consdered, he was il not being common enough.

"Open, Beand"

No, that did not sound at al right. Kassim felt avague sense of unease,
asif, inthis boulder before him, he had finaly found something too large
for his powers of persuasion. And yet, how many grains and foodstuffs
could there be? He would therefore call out everything he knew that
might come from afarm. Surely, one of them would work! He bade the
gonethento roll away in the name of Rye, Millet, Chick-pea, Maize,
Buckwhest, Corn, Rice, and Vetch.

Throughout it al, the boulder remained stubbornly sill and silent.
Kassm thought with panic that he had exhausted every agricultura
product known to civilization. And even he was not too sure about the
exact nature of vetch. Mayhaps, he considered in hisrising panic, it was
not the second half of the pronouncement that he had gotten wrong.
Could it be that he had misremembered the verb part of the incantation?

"Unlock, Barley!" he quickly shouted.
Asyou would suspect, those words aso dicited no response.

Kassm'sthoughts ran asfast as arabbit might scurry to itshole. What
were other words that might mean "open™?

"Unbind, Barley! Unfasten, Barley! Undo, Barley!"

Kassim had by now begun to doubt that he could remember anything.
What if barley were indeed not the correct word?



"Unfagten, Oatsl" hetherefore called. And then "Unclasp, Oatd" and
"Undo, Oatsl" and so forth and so on.

Kassm found twin emotions rising within him as one invocation after
another failed to produce results. One was that darm that he might not
be able to immediately remember the correct words, and would be
trapped here. The second, greater feeling soon threatened to
overwhelm thefirst, however, and that was an anger at his brother, Ali
Baba. How could that pitiful excuse for awoodcutter put his brother in
such astuation? Did not Ali Babahave any family feding? Perhaps
Kassm would again reconsider his plansfor hisbrother, and, after he
had freed himsdf from thistemporary prison, would torture Ali Baba
for the inconvenience the woodcutter had caused.

Kassm's anger gave him strength. Sooner or later, he would haveto
peek every imaginable combination!

"Ped, Corn! Ventilate, Vetch!"

Somehow, as he shouted, the panic again overtook the anger, and he
found himsdf caling out wildly, one empty incantation after another.
"Disengage, Beand Extricate, Oatsl Unclasp, Sesame!™

And on and on he called, until he no longer had avoice, but only a
whisper. Had he not cdled out every possible combination? When he
wasfree of thisplace, his brother would surely pay for putting Kassm
through such discomfort. -

Then, when Kassm could cry out no more, and had at last paused to
regain his breath, the boulder rolled aside, asif it had finaly made the
decision to open of its own accord.

It would have been amuch more favorable occurrenceif that had
indeed been the case, but, unfortunately for the continued well-being of
the woodcutter's brother, there was someone on the other side of the



mystic passage. To be more direct in my description, there were dmost
forty someones. And, from the color of their robes and what Kassm
could see of their fierce countenances behind their even fiercer beards,
they did not appear to be of aparticularly friendly bent.

Aslarge and ugly asthese dmost forty men appeared, there was one
among them that appeared even larger and uglier than al the rest. And
as he strode forward, Kassim redlized that this must be their leader.

"What have we found here?" the leader called out, and Kassm found
himself even less hgppy that the other man had opened his mouth, for
his teeth were revedled as jagged and rotting, asif he practiced the
egting of raw flesh.

Kassm knew what One Thumb would do if he found someoneina
treasure room. And, judging by appearances aone, compared to this
rough bandit captain, One Thumb might be mistaken for a benevolent
father figure! Kassm prepared to be run through with any number of
swords.

Instead, the bandit |eader paused. "Wait amoment! How many thieves
dowetotd at thisvery minute?'

Kassm would not play their counting game. He was aman of action. If
he wereto die, it would be quickly and brutally. Inthiscase, at leadt,
did Kassm get what he had desired.

Heran forward, attempting to burst through the dmost forty men. He
knocked back the burly leader, but the chief was quick of hand and
foot, and grabbed Kassm by the jaw as amogt thirty-nine other men
smultaneoudy drew their scimitars.

Thusdid Kassm find atrue assessment for hisactions. By being
trapped not only within the cave but within his panic, he had but
suffered only thefirst part of his punishment. Death was the second.



And even worse wasthat fina part of his punishment, which would
come after death.

AsKassm waited for the judgment of amost forty swords, that
descended in such afashion that they might dmost be guided by a
sngle hand, he thought he heard another noise, originating from his
posterior. Y et there was nothing to his back but the rough wall of the
cave,

It was an errant thought, but the last one he ever expected. What
cresture might hide within thewall of acave and chuckle?



Chapter the Fifth, inwhich we discover how six parts may
be greater than a whole.

Ali Babawas not a happy woodcutter. So worried was he, in fact, that
he was unable to go about hisdaily business, and instead hid from the
midday heat within whatever shade hisinadequate dwelling might
provide. And yet, the more he hid away from thisworld, the more he
dwelled upon hisworries. His secret was no longer safe, for his
less-than-honest brother, Kassim, had pried out the whereabouts of the
treasure hoard. He thought again of those thirty-nine thieveswho
guarded that hoard. If they had not aready been persuaded to pursue
Ali Babafor hisearlier pilfering, he had no doubt they would become
truly enraged at their loss at the hands of Kassm. For Ali Babawasa
frugal man, even in the acquisition of gold. The same could not be said
for Kasam.

Kassm was not the sort of man to practice moderation in any part of
hislife. No matter how great his prize upon hisreturn, he and hiswife
would have it spent and gone before summer would follow spring.

Ali Babafound himsdlf sweating unduly for aman who was seated in
shade.

Nor was Kassm the most discreet of men, and his many friends of low
repute would be dl too willing to discover the source of his newfound
wedth.

Alas, Ali Babathought, what he might give for abreeze.

Perhapsif he could close his eyes and doze until his brother's return.
But every time hislids were shut, the woodcutter had visions of
dwindling piles of gold. Should his dream gaze turn in one direction,
wheded cartsfilled with richeswere carried off by Kassm and One
Thumb. Should hisdream sdf turn away, it was only to witness hisgold
removed by those forty black-robed men of the forest.



Hour passed upon hour, and still Ali Baba could find no solution, his
problems seeming more like a pit of quicksand you might never escape.
And still was there no conclusion to the tale. The woodcutter saw
evening turn to darkest night, and yet no brother appeared to boast of
his newfound riches. Ali Baba blinked, and he swore he saw thefirgt
faint glow of morning, but there was not a single boisterous or
obnoxious sound as usualy accompanied Kassm'sarrival.

Perhaps, Ali Babaredlized, he might have to face acompletely different
problem. No! Hisentire upbringing at his brother's side rebelled at such
athought. Surely, Kassm would have been clever enough to dudethe
band of thieves.

But then, even Ali Baba had been discovered by that nefarious band,
and Ali Baba, unlike Kassim, was wise to the ways of the woods.

A pounding upon the fence roused the woodcutter from hisreverie.

"Wake up, O noble brother-in-law," came the husky yet mellifluous
tones of the wife of Kassim. ™Y ou do not wish to deep while amember
of your family isin peril." After apause, she added in asofter tone,
"And, | should think, it issuch atragedy to degp done.”

"Segping?' For somereason, Ali Babafound himsdf the dightest bit
discomfited by this exchange. He further found himself perspiring al
over again. "l wasnot degping,” heindgsted when he recdled how to
form asentence. "Rather | waslost in thought.” Now that the
woodcutter had a moment to congder it, the dawn had arrived with
remarkable abruptness.

"Would that | could belostinasmilar Stuation,” thewife of Kassm
murmured, then added, asif she suddenly remembered her station, "but
your brother has not returned from that adventure which you sent him
upon. Surely, you mugt find him!™

Y es, Ali Babathought. Once the Situation was presented thus, it was



obviousthat such had to be his responsbility. He therefore pulled his
eyes away from his brother's wife and went to tell hisown wife of his
obligation.

"Oh, woe!" she began upon receipt of the news. "Then you need to
return again to that dread forest where you previoudy only barely
managed to escape with your head still attached to your shoulders?!

Ali Baba supposed it was prudent of hiswifeto remind him of such
things. It certainly did little to fan his enthusiasm, but aduty was a duty.
So it was, with the coming of true dawn, that Ali Baba once again s&t
out for that enchanted and dangerous destination where first he found
hisfortune. Thistime he brought but one mule, for, were heto carry
something upon hisreturn, it would not thistime be large quantities of

gold.

He arrived sometime later at that unfortunate clearing in the forest, and
discovered that all was slence. He could see no immediate evidence of
his brother, or the many mounts Kassm had brought to help carry his
riches. Upon closer examination of the dry earth upon thetrailsleading
to this open glade, he did see the regular impressions of many mules
from the same direction in which he had arrived. However, overlaying
these calm markings at clearing's center were the heavier tracks of a
great many galoping hooves. So great was the pummeling of the earth
that Ali Baba could easily imagine these tracks were made by as many
asforty mounts, ridden by as many asforty menin black.

Thoseforty or so men seemed to have disposed of Kassm's horses
and mules. So, too, no doubt, had they disposed of Kassm. Still did
Ali Babahave amoment of hope as he remembered his all-too-recent
experiences with the brigands, including hisvery brief career asthe
fortieth thief. He redlized that his brother's current state of
hedlth-indeed, his current state of existence- might have moreto do
with how many thieves were presently in the band than any behavior
upon Kassm's part.



And yet dl was quiet again. Whatever the thieves had accomplished,
they seemed to have had no desireto tarry. Did that bodeill or well for
the fate of Kassm? The woodcutter looked up at the boulder that
guarded the entryway to the treasure. Were there secrets about his
brother hidden within there as well? Whatever the consequences, Ali
Baba had to know.

"Open, Sesame!" he repeated with some trepidation.

The boulder rolled away asit had before. Asthe enchanted rock
moved, the woodcutter stood upon the balls of hisfeet, ready to spring
away a thefirst sgn of any trap. But the cavern beyond the rock
seemed as deserted as the clearing about him.

Y et, as he approached the cavern, what hope he held quickly deserted
the woodcuitter, for Ali Baba could see other signsthat al had not fared
well for Kassm. Firgtly, there appeared to be a deep reddish brown
substance upon the path within; a deep reddish brown substance that
reminded the Woodcutter's extremdly active imagination of nothing so
much as dried blood. And, as asecond point, considering the
extremely porous nature of the soil hereabouits, for such brown
markingsto remain there must have origindly been an extreme quantity
of deep reddish brown undried blood. Blood, no doubt, that had once
resided ingde the unfortunate Kassm.

Things were soon to become even more uncomfortable, for there next
occurred a certain sequence of eventsthat convinced Ali Baba he might
not be alone within theseill-lit spaces. For as he strode by the deep
brown path, something flopped in the lightless corner to hisleft. And he
had taken but one hesitant step toward that first noise when something
else shuffled to hisright. He froze, not knowing which way toturnasa
third noisemaker somped immediately to hisrear.

Ali Babasmind wasfilled by unpleasant possibilities. While the primary
gold-filled hals of this place were as awash with light asthey were
upon hisfirgt vigt, dwayslit, it seemed, by torchesthat never expired,



perhaps those thieves who had attacked Kassm il hidinthedim
recesses of these caverns, waiting for another lucklessvictim. Or, even
worse, maybe the enchantments that lurked in this cave went far
beyond asmple "Open, Sesame!” Ali Babaredized he should have
come better prepared for the worst of eventudlities. Except for some
small woodcuiting tools that he dways carried upon his person, he was
defensdless.

Another flop, asecond shuffle, and afurther ssomp were joined by the
sound of something being dragged across the earth. Ali Babalooked
about in amost agitated manner, but could discern nothing in the
shadows that might take the shape of aman. Still could he hear the
movementsin four or fivedirectionsat once. Y et dl the sounds seemed
to emanate from positions quite close to the floor and near the edges of
thisill-lit cavern, spacesthat were indeed too smal to hide anyone near
hisfull growth. But what besdes aman would make those sounds? Al
Baba had a sudden image of a dozen fearsome serpents surrounding
him asthey inexorably gpproached him from every direction. He
remembered that odd noise he had heard when last he |ft the cavern.
Why had he not warned his brother of this? Perhaps more important
dtill, why had he not warned himself?

The woodcutter decided he could make no further discoveries of a
hedlthy nature in this present location. He therefore moved quickly
toward that further chamber where he had earlier discovered the gold.

But gtill on that day and in that place there wereto be no smple
solutions, for beyond the curtain that led to the treasure, Ali Baba heard
agroan.

Then was hetruly encircled. Still, were he to perish, hewould do soin
amanner that would make his profession proud. "Beware, O any who
prowl hereabouts" he called in the gruffest voice he might manage
congdering the circumstances. "'l have a hatchet, and | know how to
useit!"



To hisagtonishment, afamiliar voice came from the other sde of the
curtain. "Would you so threaten your poor brother? Or at least which
pieces might remain of your poor brother?"

Ali Babaquickly drew aside the cloth that separated the rooms, and
saw Kassm's head resting above agrest pile of gold.

"Dear brother!" the woodcutter cried in greet relief. "l feared | would
never talk to you again. | had terrible visons of how the thieves might
have mistreated and murdered you."

"Midgreated me?' Kassim replied darkly. "Murdered me? Y es, they
have done both, and that is but the beginning!”

Ali Babawastruly confounded by this most recent utterance. Whatever
had happened in this cavern, it seemed to have unhinged his brother's
reason.

"Come," Ali Babareplied in the most reassuring of tones. "It cannot be
asbad asthat. | will free you from your golden prison and we will flee
this accursed place.”

To the woodcutter's astonishment, a bitter laugh burst forth from
Kassm'slips. "Y ou assume, then, that | have abody beneath this
mouth’?'

"How else could you talk to methus?' Ali Babaresponded quickly.
"Being trapped in amountain of gold has given you afever.”

Kassm's next response was much more sober. "In asane world,
perhaps that would be so. But my head stands doneto regard my fally,
and the other parts of my body can but struggletojoiniit.”

The woodcutter could only hope that, once he was free of his
enchanted prison, Kassim would stop speaking nonsense. But once
again was Ali Babaaware of those noises from the other room, except



for two differences. All the noises now seemed to be behind him. And
al of them were drawing closer.

"How could you possibly understand?’ Kassm babbled onward. "This
cavern has enchantments beyond the dreams of mortals.” Once more
camethat bitter laugh. "Not that | should speak of mortality.”

The sooner he had his brother out of here and under the healing rays of
the sun, the better. " Speak no moreinriddles” Ali Babasaid. "I shall
comeforward and give you ahand.”

"No, dear brother," was Kassm'sreply. "In but amoment, | shal give
me a hand of my own. If you might step asde?

The woodcutter felt something, asmdl anima perhaps, pushing at his
foot. He glanced down quickly, visons of serpents once again dancing
behind hiseyes.

Would that it had been a serpent! Ali Babaamost legpt to the roof of
the cavern. By hisfoot, ahand crawled across the parched earth.
Following that hand was an arm up to but not including the shoulder,
for the crawling thing ended abruptly in bloody flesh and bone.

"What isthis?" Ali Babacried as he felt hisreason fleeto that samefar
place where his brother's had gone before.

"Itisonly apart of me," Kassm replied, and now hisvoice took on the
tones of reason. "Thisishow | wastortured and killed by those
villainousthieves, for | have been divided into Six equa parts.”

"Six-parts?' attempted Ali Baba, athough he felt asthough histhroat
had ceased to furnish air to hisvocal cords. The hand, for its part,
continued to drag the attached arm forward toward the pile of gold.

"Two arms, two legs, one head, onetorso,” Kassm calmly cata ogued.
"My head was | €ft upon the pile of gold to serve asawarning to any



who might trespass in these caverns. Therest of my parts have been
scattered hither and yon throughout the cave.”

"They l€ft you littered about the cave?' Ali Babaasked in disbelief.
Such an action did not appear to bein the best interests of good
housekesping.

"Their find act," Kassm remarked, the tone of his voice echoing the
woodcutter's dishdief. " After they were done with me, the thieves
appeared to be in an uncommon hurry to be gone again.”

Ali Babarecalled that occurrence on the day before, and how quickly
the thieves|eft after they had captured him. The brigands gppeared to
rush from conquest to conquest, athough in this chamber donethey
might have enough gold aready stored to live in luxury for ahundred
generations. Thus, he thought, was the madness that could come with
great wedth.

Now, though, he must face quite another type of madness. He looked
again to that part of his brother that could still communicate.

"Apparently,” Kassm answered before a question could be asked,
"nothing killed within thisenchanted cavern truly dies" Hisbrother's
voiceroseto awail ashefully consdered hisfate. "I have been left by
those vile cutthroatsto rest in pieced”

At this admonition, the woodcutter once again felt that greet
condrictionin histhroat. Thistruly wasahorrible fate, the kind Ali
Baba might wish upon no man, even his brother.

"I cannot leave you likethisl" the woodcutter cried in sympathy.
"Please tell me what must be donel”

With mat, the head gave out agreat Sgh. "Indeed | cannot live likethis.
But | would like to be reassembled before | die.”



Ali Baba stepped quickly out of the way as afoot and leg hopped on
past him toward the pile of gold. His brother's request seemed most
reasonable, considering the circumstances.

"Very well," Ali Babareplied. Still heredlized, asawoodcutter, he had
far more experience with chopping things apart than with putting them
together. Therefore he asked: "Do you have any ideahow | might
accomplish this?'

The head nodded at the hands and feet that were gathering around the
base of hisgolden pile. "I am afraid my torso is quite without any form
of locomotion. If you would fetch it to go with the rest of me, | shdl be
grateful for the remainder of my days, which, my present Stuation
granted, might be avery limited propostion.” Kassm paused to sgh
agan.

Historso? Ali Babainquired asto the exact present location of said
torso, and wasinformed that it had been discarded in a corner of the
outer room.

The woodcutter returned then to the outer chamber, and, now that he
had been fully informed asto the nature of the strange noises emanating
from dark corners, located Kassm'slast missing part in no time. The
way it flopped about in the shadows, it reminded the woodcutter of
nothing so much as the world's largest dung beetle. Of course, as Al
Baba approached the thing, it looked more like the blood-soaked
remains of ahuman form. Thiswas, he reflected, not the most pleasant
of tasks, and, cometo consider it, what had his brother ever done for
him?

Ali Babatook adeep breath in an attempt to quiet his fevered
imagination. Bloody torso or giant dung beetle, it made no difference.
Ashe had carried hisfamily obligationsthisfar, he might aswell
complete histask.

Hetherefore cast his glance about the room, until it fell upon acluster



of wicker basketsin one of the cavern's many recesses. He chosea
particularly large one, and, removing itslid, discovered that it contained
nothing but precious stones larger than goose eggs. He tipped the
basket over so that the many stones might roll free, and then, being
careful not to breathe in the vicinity of the body part, rolled the torso
into that space which the gems had occupied.

Hethen carried the wicker basket back into the golden chamber and,
with great efficiency, loaded the various pieces of his brother therein.

"Careful!" his brother called as Ali Baba dropped the head in with the
rest of the body. Kassm had aways been the typeto criticize.

AsAli Babawas about to lift the basket and carry it from the confines
of thishill, he had afurther and rather disturbing thought. "But what
happens, O Kassm, when we depart this cavern?' the woodcutter
asked with some doubt. "Will | kill you if | take you hence?"

"Doyou cdl thisliving?' wasthe head'sforlorn reply. "If | must die, let
me do it somewhere elsethan here”

So did Ali Babahonor his brother'srequest, hdf carrying, half dragging
the now weighty wicker from the treasure room back into the
antechamber.

"Y ou may wonder," Kassm mentioned casudly as his partswere being
moved from room to room, "how | cameto this pass.”

Wonder? Ali Babaredlized he had been too shocked by this recent
turn of eventsto wonder about much of anything. Still, hewould no
doubt marvel a the manner in which his brother would place the
respongbility for his current condition squarely upon the woodcutter's
shoulders.

"It was my fault," Kassm admitted, to the woodcutter's surprise. "l
could not remember the magic words.”



Ali Baba stopped dragging as he faced the boulder. "Simplicity itsdlf,”
he replied. At least this was one areawhere his brother needed him
enoughto ligten.

"Simplicity itself?" Kassim replied from within the basket. "I don't
remember those words at all. No wonder | was at aloss. | thought the
incantation had something to do with grain or some such.”

"No, no," Ali Baba answered. "Those are not the words!" Apparently

his brother Kassim was not prepared to listen, after al. But before the
woodcutter could make afurther explanation, the boulder began to roll
of itsown accord.

"Those are not the words and the boulder is moving?' Kassm asked
skepticaly. "It isnot nice to fool aman who has recently been chopped
into Sx pieces.

"| did not spesk the magic words,” Ali Babareplied flatly.

Ali Babastone robbed his brother's voice of skepticism. "But why did
the rock-"

"Somebody el se must have spoken them. Someone on the outside,
desring to comein.”

Therock stopped ralling.

"Well, dear brother, at least wetried," Kassm said with acertain
resignation. " Perhaps our two heads may have long conversationsif
they leave us both on top of the gold.”

Ontop of the gold? Alas!

Ali Babaonce again felt that congtriction of the throat, as he suddenly
had avison of hislifein pieces.






Chapter the Sixth,

inwhich welearn
that one good thief deserves another.

Ali Babalooked at last within the space formerly occupied by the
boulder. He was not in the least surprised to see it now occupied by
black-clad thieves. What was surprising was that the thieves did not
seem angry intheleast. Instead, they appeared rather pleased by this
current course of events.

"Aha" said their leader in the most boisterous of tones. " See what we
have found patiently awaiting our return. It is Number Forty, isit not?"
Thefirg thief took a step toward the woodcutter. "Or at least that is
what we used to call you when last you graced our ignoble band.”

Ali Babawas not sure what type of aresponse might be appropriate to
such agreeting: abow, afriendly hello, or adesperate pleato spare his
life. His congternation, he was sure, came largely from not knowing the
exact nature of event that might make this sort of thief this cheerful.

"Were very good at finding things," Thief Number One admitted
grandly. "We are even better at taking things. That iswhy we are
thieves. One should aways know one's strengths.” He waved a some
of hisfellows."Dispose of the gold in the usud place.”

Four of the thieves, each carrying asack of moderate girth and weight,
passed by Ali Baba on their way to the golden chamber. Their current
profits seemed somewhat smaller than the last time the woodcutter had
encountered this band. Still, heimagined that sort of variation of income
came with their business,

The leader took another step toward Ali Baba. "We were very
disappointed that you didn't come aong with us. It isvery good for you
that you have decided to return to our group. Otherwise we would
have to seek you out and murder you in some imaginative yet incredibly
painful manner. That would be, of course, after wefound you againin



whatever place, however unlikdly, that you might have foolishly chosen
to hide. But, as| recdl mentioning before, we are very good at finding
things." Even asthe other man gpproached him, All Baba became
extremely aware of the amount of time expended by thefirgt thief in
toying with the hilt of hissword. "And it isso difficult to find good
thieves these days. Asthe wise thief says, those who do not squander
do not seek.”

"Now, though, you are back where you belong.” The chieftain was now
s0 near that Ali Baba could smell the other man's breath upon hisface.
The woodcutter wondered if the food had spoiled before or after the
thief had ingested it.

"Please do not quake,” the thief continued. "Y our lifeis not forfeit. At
leadt, not at the present moment.” His smiling face was mere inches
away from the woodcutter's own countenance. "Oh, of course | might
lop off alimb or two to teach an important lesson to my men. But we
never waste agood thief."

The leader of the brigands raised a hand, and was greeted by tota
dlence. Not that Ali Babahad noticed any of them to betaking
previoudly. But when the hand was raised, the others also ceased to
breethe.

"Can someonetd| me this man's current station within our ranks?' the
leader asked gently.

"Number Thirty-Nine, O chieftain!" cametheragged call from about
haf the surrounding number.

"I never knew thieves were bright enough to count!" came another
voice close at hand.

"Oho!" thefirst among thieves announced. "Perhaps, aslittleas| likeit,
we may have to do some cutting upon our new recruit, after al. But
then, awoodcutter should be more than familiar with cutting.”



But the very polite and even more frightened Ali Babahad not uttered a
sngleword. So unnerved was he, in fact, that it took him amoment to
determine the exact source of the other voice.

"S0," that extremey unwelcome voice chided again, "till letting your
sword do the talking rather than your wit? Why, of course, itisas
obvious asthat very large nose that graces your countenance! Could
the reason be that you have no wit?"

With that remark, the leader's complexion went from adeep oliveto an
even more unattractive purple. "Cut? Did | say, however reluctantly,
that we would cut? | meant cuts, in the plurd, and dozens of them at
that! They will be small onesat first, but rest assured they shdl grow in
severity and pain!™

But Ali Babawas no longer paying grest attention to the extent of those
threats againgt his person, for he redlized, with horror, that the critica
voice was emanating from his brother in the basket!

"Cuts?' his brother's voice scoffed with the most derisve of laughs. "As
| said, hereisamind totally lacking in imagination. It isobviousthat a
man of your limited intellect can think of nothing new, but cannot you
unearth someidea new enough that it does not seem to decay upon

your lips?"

"How dare you?' thefirst thief demanded of the woodcutter as he
drew his sword. "My reluctance for bloodshed is disappearing
completdy.”

"But," uttered Ali Baba, the presence of asharp scimitar finaly
prompting him to find his own voice, "it was not | who spoke!”

"Itistrue, O captain!" another of the thieves pointed out. "Thevoiceis
of adifferent timbre atogether, and this man'slips do not-"



Thethief paused abruptly as he found hisleader's sword thrust with his
innards. The first among thieveslifted abooted foot and pushed the
now silent underling off hisweapon, then wiped the scimitar upon his
robes. Ali Babanoted that blood didn't show &t al on the black fabric.
Thisdetail did nothing to put the woodcutter's mind at ease.

"Asmuch as| hateimpudence,” the leader explained in the softest of
tones, "I hate it even more when people interrupt. Y ou have been
promoted to Number Thirty-eight. Many thieves have to wait months
for such an increasein status." He paused to consider his statement.
"Well, perhaps more properly weeks'- he glanced &t the brigands
around him -"or maybe days. At the least, hours. In any event, you
should be very proud that you received advancement within our ranks,
and | hope the thought gives you comfort during your prolonged and
hideous death.”

"But effendi!" Ali Babacdled in the sort of voice he generdly reserved
for high officiasand hiswifesfamily. "I have not poken aword. The
sharp tongueisthat of my brother!"

"And it isnot the only thing about herewhich issharp,” Kassm added
from his basket home. "Y ou cannot imagine how uncomfortableit isto
have bone shards poking in your ear.”

The leader of the thievestook a step away ashe at last realized the
truth of Ali Babaswords. He pointed his newly cleaned sword at the
basket. "Y ou have brought an accomplice!

"Itiswise of you to step away," Kassm stated in alow voice. "All sane
men beware the vengeance of the wicker basket!"

"Y ou mock me!" The leader of the thieves was becoming far more
agitated than Ali Babahad ever seen before. "I am not mocked! | am-
am-" Hewaved his sword about, searching for the word.

"Gently chided?' one of the thieves suggested.



The chiefs sword came down abruptly upon he who had spoken last.
"No, that isnot it, either. Do | hear any other suggestions?' Besidesthe
sound of abody faling to earth, there was now nothing but silence. The
first thief turned back to Ali Baba. "Y ou are now Number Thirty-seven.
And your friend in the basket is Number Thirty-eight.”

"In my present sate," Kassm remarked, "1 could be Numbers
Thirty-eight through Forty-Three."

The bandit chieftain glared at the wicker. "Does your friend so dearly
wishto fed my sword?'

"Y ou've dready donethat,” was Kassm'sdismissvereply.

" | have?' The chiefs eyes flashed with the thought of that blood he so
dearly wished to saill. "Wéll, perhapsthen | will haveto do some
cutting!"

"That old thing?" A sound came from within the wicker that could only
be ayawn. "Y ou've done that, too!"

"What?" Thefirg thief once again wiped off hissword. Apparently, he
desired that it be clean for every use. "Enough of thisfoolishness. | will
kill youimmediatey!"

"That's been done aswell!" Kassm complained loudly. "Can't you
come up with anything new?"

The scimitar's point quivered mere inches from the wicker. "The man
who taksto me has dready been cut and killed?' The chief of thieves
frowned. "Who could our mystery victim be?!

Inthisinstance, it was Kassm'stime to sound surprised. "Y ou do not
remember? Y ou are even more witlessthan | imagined.”



"Well, you have to understand,” Thief Number One began
gpologeticdly, "in the course of aday | kill so many-witless?' Hisvoice
rose."Y ou dareto call mewitless? 1 shal do worsethan kill you! |
shall-I shall separate your head from your body!"

"Decapitated?’ Kassm replied in avoice that implied that hewas
barely even interested anymore. "Too late. Y ou've doneit aready. But
why do | bother to mention that again?'

"I have?' The brigand paused to look down at his scimitar. " Perhaps|
have been getting too excessive with my everyday nations. |
know! | shall prop your severed head up somewhere and-"

"Leaveit there as mute warning for any otherswho might cross our
band?' Kassm finished the other's sentence. "Already been done.
Have you thought of retiring and alowing someoneto run your band
who does not have cobwebs upon the brain?”

"Retire? Cobwebs? Brain?' Theleader gave an odd little laugh and
made meaninglessfentsin the air with his scimitar asif the spirit of
thievery had left him completely. He took a deep breath and looked
back at the woodcutter. "I know what isamiss. Our band isnot &t its
full complement! Events never proceed at the proper pace unlessthere
are exactly forty thieved"

He sheathed his scimitar. "We can lose no more of our number! No
matter what the basket says, heisone of us" He pointed afinger at the
wicker by the woodcutter's side. "But, as soon as we recruit Thief
Number Forty-one, beware!"

Inthisinstance, Ali Babanoticed, it wasthe first among thieveswho
was quivering.

"Find horsesfor them," the bandit chieftain ordered. "It istimeto be
off!"



A pair of thieves rushed forward to handle the wicker asa half dozen
of the others rushed outside-no doubt, Ali Baba surmised, to gather the
mounts.

"If you would follow me?' The chieftain, once again filled with unctuous
good cheer, waved to Ali Baba. The woodcutter could see no other
course of action. Kassim, however, was not going to easily accept this
new twist upon hisaready strange destiny.

"How can | beathief?" he demanded as his basket was hoisted into the
ar."l amcutinto six pieces. I'll have to check my torso, but | don't
even think I'm breething.”

"That isno objection,” their leader paused to say. "Heis il talking.
Thefirg rule of agood thief is. If you can talk, you can sted.”

"We have very low entry requirements,” whispered one of the men who
was handling the basket.

"Of course," cautioned the other man with the basket, "the benefits of
thejob aren't that extendve, ether.”

With that, the two men hurried to follow their leader, who had boldly
gtridden out into the sunlight beyond the cave. Ali Babadid hisbest to
join them quickly, not so much for fear of the chieftain'sreprisals as not
to be in the wrong place when someone mentioned " Close, Sesame!™

And, true to his premonition, the woodcutter was barely free of the
rock before those two fateful words were again uttered. He noticed
that al around him took an involuntary step backward as the great rock
rumbled back into its place to guard the cavern beyond.

The bandit leader chortled, no doubt sensing afuture filled with high
adventure. "Men! Grab our newest recruit. He will not get avay so
eedly thistime. Tiehimto ahorse!”



With that, Ali Babafound himself grabbed roughly and dragged over to
one of the steeds, afine, dark stalion with ahint of white between his
nodtrils.

"And what of our other addition?" inquired one of the men with the
basket.

The chieftain stopped his hand before it could again draw the scimitar.
He mumbled something deep in his beard, and stamped his boot hed
deep into the earth. At the very least, the task of keeping his band forty
strong seemed a great burden.

Emboldened by their leader's uncharacterigtic caution, the man who
hed |ast spoken continued. "1t isvery difficult for awicker basket to

rideanything."

The chieftain's hand once again Sarted for hiswegpon. He bit his
knucklesingtead.

"And you might recall," quickly added the bold speaker, "that on our
recent rad we ran into certain-difficulties" He sumbled over the last
word, redizing perhaps from the current expression upon the face of his
chieftain that he might be able even now to go to apoint where there
was no choice but the scimitar. "I only meant to mention that we are
somewhat short on horses. At the moment, of course. | am sureitisthe
most temporary of problems.”

"Very well," their leeder replied after his underling had findly finished.
Hewaved hisbloody knucklesin dismissal. "Tie them both to the
horsel"

The lesser thieves went about their work quickly and diligently, so that
Ali Babaand the wicker basket containing Kassm were trussed
together atop the horse's saddle. So firmly was hetied, in fact, that the
woodcutter could move neither foot nor finger.



"We have done as you have bidden, O grest chieftain!" the thieves
called out when their work was complete.

That was precisdly what their leader wanted to hear. He quickly
mounted his own stalion and lifted hisright hand above his head.

"We are off, to gtrike fear into the hearts of the honest! Thieves! After
rT.EII

With that, thirty-sx thieves galloped quickly away, leaving behind one
horse, one man, and one basket.

Ali Babadid not carefor the present Situation. He had once again not
followed the bandit leader's direction, and that particular chieftain
seemed to sport the sort of temperament which one did not wish to
cross upon frequent occasion. On the other hand, the woodcutter had a
further problem which he proceeded to speak aoud. "How do you get
ahorse to move when you are so thoroughly and entirely trussed?”'

"I believe," replied his brother from within the basket, "that | have afree



Chapter the Seventh,

in which Kassim attempts
to pull himself together.

So it was that Kassim managed to move one of hishandsin such away
asto sufficiently push asidethe lid of the basket, so that his hand might
crawl through, much asasmall rodent might emerge from ahole he has
gnawed in asack. Then did that hand have to fedl about the knots that
held his brother captive, and unravel them largely by touch, for the view
of Kassm's head was largely obstructed by the wicker.

Asdifficult asthis process sounds as| rlate it here today, know that,
in actuality, the process was ten times more formidable than that. So it
was, by thetime Ali Baba and Kassm were free of their fetters, the
band of thieves was some hours distant. It was therefore far too late to
follow the other men of that disreputable group. Both brothersdso
agreed that it would be an equd folly to wait here a the cavern for the
bandits return, for there was no knowing how long it might take for that
to transpire, or indeed, to predict the mood of the bandits upon their
rearriva.

At last, the two agreed that there was nothing to do but return to their
homes and pray they would hear no more of thieves or outrageous
riches ever again. Of coursg, lifeis never assmple asthat.

So it was that they shared the horse asthey returned to their homesin
the city, the rope, though removed from Ali Baba, till wrapped around
the wicker in such away asto keep the basket secure. And, asthey
traveled, Kassm reflected upon hisfate.

"| should dieat any time now," hesaid. And then, sometimelater:
"Redly, if you think uponit, | have been cut into six pieces. Certainly
that is enough difficulty so that | might expire." There then egpsed some
moments of slence, after which Kassm mentioned: "1 should be
drawing my last breath at any moment now. Not, that | think onit, that

| am actudly bresthing."



And further did hisruminationsgo inasmilar vein, to such an extent
that it would do no good to repesat them here, for, truth be known, even
apatient man such as Ali Baba began to find them tedious.

But, even within agrest field of tedium, ameticulous man canfind a
kernd of truth. So wasit that the woodcutter's thoughts dwelled upon
the magical nature of the cavern that they had so recently quit; that
same cavern where his brother had met what should have been his
demise

Perhaps one carried the magic with one, no matter where one went.
Indeed, Ali Babaremembered how he had used "Open, Sesame!” to
unlock hisgate. It was asif, once he had seen the magic work upon the
gateway to that cave, he was able to carry that spdl with him back to
the city, where it lost none of its potency. Could that same sort of
magica potency be given to his brother aswell? Once granted this spell
of life, perhapsthe six portions of Kassm were destined to remain
separate but lively for dl eternity.

Ali Babatherefore interrupted his brother's mumblings with this
conjecture, but his brother did not appear to be overly cheered by the

thought.

"Forever doomed to be six parts, dumped in abasket?' he wailed.
"What have | donewith my poor life to deserve such asthis?’

Ali Babahad afew ideas on this account aswell, concerning his
brother'srelation to the notorious One Thumb, and the errands Kassm
would perform under the cloak of deepest night. Then, of course, there
was his brother'sfolly in completely forgetting the magic words that
would free him from the cavern.

But Ali Baba decided that his brother had had enough trouble for one
day, and should not have to hear arecounting of hissinsat present.
Besides, if Kassm was going to spend the rest of hisexistenceina



basket, there would be no way he could depart should Ali Babadecide
to complain to him at length a some future time. In certain ways, the
woodcutter thought, pleasant thoughts could come from the greatest
hardships.

Therewas, however, afurther matter that Ali Baba decided he should
discusswith his brother more immediately, before such asituation
should arise again. And that was the maiter of causing insult to those
people who were eager to use large swords.

His brother was not sympathetic. "What can they do to me that they
have not aready done? Dice me?'

"l wasthinking rather,” the woodcutter chided in the most gentle and
brotherly of fashions, "of what they would do to me."

" did not consider that possibility.”
Hisbrother, Ali Babathought, never did.

"l will haveto hold my tongue," his brother continued to the
woodcutter'ssurprise. "Well, not literaly, of course. My tongueis ill
more or lesswhereit should be. Not that anything dseis. Still, should |
be truly angry, who knowswhat | might be capable of 7' Kassm
laughed ruefully. "Being cut up into Six pieces and furthermore carried
around in awicker basket does change my perspective upon many

ﬂ‘im"
Ali Babawas slent for along moment. Thiswas aremarkable
admission upon Kassm's part.

"What will my wifethink?" murmured Kassm as he continued inthis
uncharacterigic vein. "All my parts till remain. She might be somewhat
upset, however, with their present arrangement.”

At least, the woodcutter ruminated, his own wifewould not have the



worgt of thingsto be woeful about for achange. So it wasthat the two
brothers continued on in silence while their horse proceeded toward the
city, asday turned to evening, and evening to astar-filled night.

They reached Ali Babas gate in those early morning hours when
nothing is awake save those smdl animas of the night and the
occasiond dog who wishesto tell the world about those smdl animals.
The woodcutter therefore did not wish to again disturb hiswife, and so
went about opening his gate in the dternate fashion that he had so
recently learned.

Ali Babatherefore said in avoice both quiet and clear: "Open,
Sesamel!™

"Wait amoment,” hisbrother protested. "I'mlosing my lid!"

Ali Babaglanced behind to see that his brother did indeed spesk the
truth. Therefore, not only did the gate before him unlock and openin
response to the magic words, but the lid of the wicker basket jerked
about asif it would fly off the basket completely. The woodcutter
redlized that, in future, these magic words would have to be spoken
very carefully.

Y e, after abrief struggle, in which it ppeared that both lid and
Kassm's hands would go flying away, the various portions of Ali
Baba's brother prevailed, and the wicker basket was till once more.
Ali Babatherefore urged the horse forward into his courtyard through
the now open gate.

Despite the hour, hiswife and maidservant awaited him insde.
"Oh, woel" hiswife greeted him. "So great was my worry about your
safety that | could get no rest. And dear, noble Marjanah has elected to

wait up with mefor your return.”

Ali Babanodded, for in this he knew the true nature of things. When his



wifewasin one of her moods, no one dept in the household. But most
assuredly, hiswife would rgjoice when hetold her of the fate he so
narrowly avoided at the hands of the fearsome brigands.

He opened his mouth to speak, but received no opportunity to do so.

"Oh, woe!" hiswife added as she saw there was ho second man upon
the horse. "My husband returns alone in the middle of the night!"

"No, no," the woodcutter reassured her, for he wished to conclude this
business as quickly and quietly aspossible. "Kassm iswith me."

"Oh, woel" was hiswifésimmediate reply. "My husband returnswith
Kassm in the middle of the night! But whereisyour ne' er-do-well
gbling?"

Ali Babaglanced back at the basket. "Well, | did not state that | had
brought back awhole Kassm-"

Hiswifeingantly grasped the meaning of hiswords. "Oh, woel My
husband returnswith Kassmin piecesin the middle of the night!"

"That's not to say that he's dead, exactly-" Ali Babaonce again
attempted to begin an explanation.

"Oh, woe!" hiswiferapidly remarked. "My husband returnswith
Kassm not quite dead even though heisin piecesin the middle of the

night'”

Ali Baba stopped himself before he might make any further attempts at
explanation, for, with every few words he produced, hiswife would cry
out a greater length and volume than she had even the time before.
Should she continue to bewail in such avoice, she would wake up not
only theimmediate neighborhood but this entire quarter of the city. He
therefore dismounted his horse, and stated calmly: "I you would help
me to remove this basket, we might take the remains of Kassm-"



"Oh, woel" she again interrupted. "My husband has ruined a perfectly
good basket filled with the pieces of the not-quite-dead Kassmin the
middle-"

But with that, the clever and kind-spirited Marjanah stepped forward
to intervene. "'l shal take that basket, master,” she said in that voice as
Sweet as spring nectar, "and we shall find a suitable place for the
unfortunate Kassm." So it was once again Ali Babas clever dave
saved the night. For, as anyone who has ever heard atdeteller knows,
without the intervention of clever daveswe should dl die of our own
Supidity.

Ali Bababreathed asigh of greet rdlief. With Marjanah taking charge
of hisenchanted brother, mayhaps he might at last be able to obtain
some much needed rest. Even hiswife seemed lesswoeful asthelr
servant bustled the wicker basket toward their insubstantia dwelling
place.

A new voice stopped the woodcutter before he could travel another
pace.

"O mogt noble brother-in-law, what news of my Kassm?"

Ali Baba decided he would have to manage this quickly, before hiswife
could produce another "Oh, woe." He therefore clapped his hands so
that Marjanah would bring the basket, caling: "Y ou shdl have your
answver inamoment.”

"But whereismy Kassm?' hiswifeinquired.
"l am here," Kassm's voice emanated from the basket, "more or less.”
Marjanah lifted up the basket so that Kassm'swife might better

examineit.

Thewifefrowned. "I remember you as being somewhat taller.”



Kassm then quickly described hisfate, including averson of Ali
Babastheory on why hewas il dive.

"Mogt interesting,” replied hiswife, who seemed somewhat taken
aback by the course of events. "Y ou will forgive me, O husband, if |
inquireif thereare any partsmissing.”

"Tomy knowledge," Kassm replied boldly, "I an dl in here. Every bit
of me"

Hiswife bit her lower lip. Ali Babawished hisown wife might become
such alip-biter!

"Thiscould beinteresting,” Kassm'swife mused. "It might provide
some much needed variety." She accepted the basket from Marjanah
and departed with the strangest of smiles.

If only Ali Babaswife might show alittle bit of thet enthusasm!

But there could be no more conjecture on what should and what should
not, for now that the basket was out of his hands, Ali Babafet his
strength drain away aswell, and soimmediately retired to deep the
deep of thetruly exhausted.

But hiseyes were to be opened much too soon by hisusudly
sympeathetic maidservant.

"Magter!" Marjanah cdled from the doorway to his degping chamber.
"Thereis something you must know!"

Even as the woodcutter awoke, he resolved that he would not be cross
with his servant. After escaping from aband of murderous bandits and
rescuing what was |eft of his brother, any other news he might receive
would be welcome,



"What isit, child?' hetherefore called in acam and reasonable tone as
he squinted in the early morning sunshine.

"When | was upon my morning errands,” Marjanah replied with a
seriousness that belied her tender years, "I came upon aman dressed in
black, much like you have described the thieves you encountered.”

Ali Babafdt thefirst pangs of doubt, before remembering what he had
resolved. There were undoubtedly many men in black who traversed
the streets of thiscity every day. "It is nothing to worry about,” he
therefore replied.

But Marjanah's worry would not be stopped that easily. "He was
asking many questions,” she further asserted.

Thistime, the pangs of doubt were gone dmost as soon asthey
arrived. How, Ali Baba reasoned, could people make sense of the
world unless they sometimes asked questions? How easy life could be
when you were serious about your resolutions.

"It isnothing to worry about,” he said again.

"Hewas," she added, "asking after anyone who had been recently cut
into Sx pieces.

It wasthen that Ali Babaredized there were some resolutions that
were impossible to keep.



Chapter the Eighth,
inwhich Ali Baba learns
that things are not always as they appear,
or don't appear.

That most recent revelation was far from the woodcutter's only worry.
Before he could even properly consider the information that Marjanah
had imparted to him, there came aloud knocking upon hisramshackle

gate.

Had the black-robed thieves found him this quickly? Ali Baba jumped
from his repose and rushed about hisinadequate dwelling for some
meansto defend himself, at last deciding upon histrusted axe asthe
best weapon available.

The knocking came again, perhaps even more pronounced than before.
No matter how hard he leaned againgt his side of the gate, he could not
remove the quaver from hisvoice. "Who isit that requests entrance?"

"ThisisOne Thumb!" camethe gruff reply. "And | ask the questiond!”
One Thumb? That was the nefarious employer of his brother, Kassm.
But what would one of such bad reputation want with a humble
woodcutter? Had Kassim aready spoken with hisemployer before this

recent unpleasantness? Had Kassim and One Thumb exchanged
words, and could one of those words have been "gold"?

Ali Babadecided it would be for the best if he wereto exercise
continued caution. The quaver was dill there as he spoke again:

"What isit that | may do for you?"

"That'saquestion!” was One Thumb's enraged response. "l ask the
questions! Lackeys! Break down the gate! ™

Ali Bababardly had timeto legp aside before hisill-constructed gate



had been reduced to splinters. Two men wearing ostentatious robes
encrusted with gems stepped over those wooden fragments where
once agate had been, their scimitars drawn and their eyes hidden deep
benesath their shadowed caftans.

"Therel" one of the two called as he spotted Ali Baba. "The questioner!”

Two swords pointed to him as the men quickly approached. Therewas
no way the woodcutter could defend himsalf against such men asthese!
Ali Babaimmediady dropped the axe, only to find himsdlf pinned
againg that fence he shared with his brother's household.

"Ah," announced another voice from the direction of what had once
been agate, "I seethat our questioner has been reprimanded. A smple
reminder, my friend. The next step after reprimand isremova.”

The woodcutter |ooked beyond the swords to regard the one known
as One Thumb.

Now, Ali Baba had seen Kassm's employer upon occasion in the past,
a timeswhen that authority would attend afestive gathering at his
brother's house, or discreet other occasions when it behooved One
Thumb's organization to uses Kassm's dwelling for the questioning and
eventua removal of certain unfortunate individuas. Still wasit ashock
to view thisman now at close quarters, especidly after Ali Babahad
spent so much recent time among thieves who were lean-muscled
riders of thewild. In comparison to those individuas, who resembled
nothing so much as dark reedsin the wind, this man now before the
woodcutter looked asif he might have devoured the entire city and till
had room for a sweet cake. Ali Babaknew from his brother'stalk that
One Thumb was not aman of moderation in any circumstance, but his
girth was even further emphasized by his habit of ways wearing robes
of spotlesswhite,

"Now we shall see who asksthe questiond™ the enormous individua
rumbled. Ali Baba's one-legged chicken hopped away in fright as One



Thumb lumbered across the insgnificant expanse of the woodcutter's
property.

"Now!" One Thumb demanded of the woodcutter. "Kassm!"

Ali Baba consdered for one recklessingtant that he might inquire
precisely what One Thumb wished to know about his brother. The
problem with this approach was that, in order to proceed with any
inquiry, the woodcutter would have had to frame a question. And One
Thumb had dready madeit extremely clear how hefelt upon that issue.

Ali Baba, therefore, said nothing.

"He does not speak,” One Thumb remarked in avoice of total calm.
"Perhaps heis not the spindless piece of offd that his brother so often
described.” He smiled at the woodcutter. "We are not always as others
describe us. | know how bad fedlings can run in families. | had many of
my own toward my parents and siblings, before | killed them dl!" His
smile vanished; the moment of camaraderie had come to an abrupt
end."But you have not answered me.”

Ali Baba had been unaware there had been a question. Perhaps, he
thought, if he ssimply made up aquestion of hisown and gave that an
answer, he could at least partidly satisfy One Thumb.

"Yes, Kassmismy brother," he began.

"I do not wish to hear what | know aready!" One Thumb demanded.
He shook a hand free from his blindingly white robes. The hand was

the sze of asmall dog. It was aso thumbless.

" Specificd" the large man ingtructed.

Specifics? thought Ali Baba But, from what Kassm's employer had

aready mentioned, they had to be specifics with which One Thumb
was not aready familiar. And wouldn't this large man know far more



about hisbrother's recent life than Ali Baba could even guess?

The men in ostentatious robes nudged their scimitars forward so that
their points pressed against the woodcutter's well-worn attire.

"Quickly!" One Thumb demanded.

Ali Babaknew he must say something beyond One Thumb's
knowledge or face ingtant removal. But what wouldn't One Thumb
know?

"When | was seven and he wasfive, my brother and | would collect
amd| toads"

The swordsmen stepped away. Had the woodcutter made the proper
choice of topic?

"Wrong!" The great hand of One Thumb smashed across Ali Babas
face.

The woodcutter blinked at the points of light dancing before hisface.
He hoped that this most recent action on One Thumb's part would at
the least hdp cdm the large man for the immediate future.

"Now look what you have done!” The tone of One Thumb's voice
seemed rather the opposite of cdm. The large man thrust hiswhite
deeve beneath Ali Baba's nose. When the woodcutter managed to
focus upon the fabric, he could see that it was pristine no more. The
dazzling white was speckled with reddish brown. No doubt it was
blood. Ali Baba put a hand to hisnose. No doubt it was Ali Babals
blood.

"New robes!" One Thumb announced.

A third man clad in overly bejeweled finery rushed in from the strest,
carrying anew sgt of pristine white garments.



The other two men returned to menace Ali Babawith their swords
while One Thumb changed his outer robes. When he had inspected his
new garmentsto assure they were entirely without mark or flaw, he
returned his attention to the woodcutter.

"No one," he explained between clenched teeth, "bleeds upon me
without permisson!” He brushed an invisible dust mote from hisdeeve.
"I had no such difficulty in dedling with Kassm'swife. When | asked
her for her husband's whereabouts, she very promptly told me that only
you could explain!™

Ali Babafrowned. Wasthis, then, the question? About Kassm's
wheresbouts? Or was it about Kassm'swife? Or did it have something
to do with bleeding without permission? That recent blow to the head
seemed to have confounded his clarity of thought.

"What shdl we do now?' The large man looked meaningfully at the two
men with drawn scimitars. "Since you bleed so easily, perhapswe
should encourage you to bleed a bit more."

At that, the third overdressed man approached nervoudy and
whispered in One Thumb's ear. The white-robed |eader frowned as he
glanced back at Ali Baba. "It appearsthat | have used up my last
change of robes.” He shook hishead ruefully. "It has been abusy day,
hasit not?Very wel, O lowly brother of Kassm. Y our lifeis spared
until I complete my laundry. Then my questions, oneway or another,
shdl beanswvered in full!"

Questions? Ali Baba till had not heard any question. He had, however,
decided that this current lack of questions was a point that did not
currently need to be addressed. In fact, he could think of no point
aufficiently worth discussing when that point was backed by apair of
men with swords. Perhaps, Ali Baba reasoned, these men would
volunteer whatever information they deemed necessary before they
departed.



But One Thumb removed himsdf from Ali Babasinconsequentid home
before he could impart any further ingtructions, and his bgeweled yet
slent guardsmen quickly followed.

Ali Baba closed his eyes and moaned. Thisday was beginninginan
even less pleasant fashion than the pair of days before.

"Isthere something | can do for my master?”

He opened his eyesto see the concerned and pleasant countenance of
the dave Marjanah staring up a him. But even her young and charming
face could not lift spirits as oppressed as his.

Ali Baba attempted to summarize his dilemmain the most reasonable
fashion possible: "I must hide from the leader of afierce group of
bandits, who truly wishesto do me harm. However, as you no doubt
can see, | nolonger have agate to hide behind!" Truly hefelt as
miserable as hiswife often sounded.

Even inthe presence of such digpiriting information, still did Marjanah
retain her smile. "Ah, O kind master, have you considered that thereis
more than one way to hide? And further than that, there is more than
oneway to make agate?"

But Ali Babasthoughts were still befuddled from his recent encounter
with afour-fingered hand. "I am afraid | do not catch your meaning.”

"Then | shdl demondrate,” the ill-amiling Marjanah announced,
"While you make a replacement gate out of those pieces of wood we
can find around the yard.”

So he should make anew gate? That much of Marjanah's reasoning he
could understand. If there was oneitem his household did not lack for,
it waswood. A surplus of that item was, in fact, the primary benefit of

being awoodcutter. Ali Baba rubbed his gill-stinging face. The surplus



of that item might, in greater fact, be the only benefit. He pushed himself
away from thewall, and began to study those scrapsthat were littered
close by hisfest.

"Very good," Marjanah agreed. "While you are fashioning a
replacement gate, | shal busy mysdlf around that space where the
former gate once stood. Should some individuas pass by with whom
you do not wish to converse, | shall do my best to distract and
dissuade them from entry." With that, she bowed most properly. "It is
awaysaprivilege to obey such awise master.”

She went about her business, and Ali Baba decided he should go about
his. Hiswas certainly happy that, no matter what else might occur,
Marjanah was aways agreesble about following orders, even those
ordersthat the woodcutter could not precisely remember issuing.

So it wasthat Ali Babawalked around the yard and house, collecting
those larger twigs and logs that he might be ableto tie together into
some semblance of agate. Then did he further carry these many items
to that small work space he had devised behind the kitchen, so that he
might toil in asprivate an areaashis pitifully smal holdings might alow.
And, as he pursued thistask, hefound his spirits lightening, for working
with wood was both hislife's pursuit and his greatest joy, and he
wished fervently that he could spend the rest of his existence socidizing
with trees and bushes rather than bandit |eaders and brothel keepers.

But such awish was as unobtainable as atrouble-free day for the
woodcuitter, for soon did Marjanah's voice interrupt his concentration
upon hiswork.

"Pardon me, sirrah,” spoke hisdave in the most pleasant and gentle of
tones, "but you are unable to passthat way."

"Do you mean that entry hereis not permitted?' asecond, far gruffer
voicereplied, and the sound of that voice amost stilled the heartbest of
the woodcuitter. Surely, it was the voice of the leader of the bandits!



And further, that villain meant to enter the woodcutter'singgnificant
courtyard, and there were none but a young maiden to bar hisway!

But Marjanah's voi ce betrayed none of that same fear. Instead, she
laughed, asif Thief Number One had smply spoken the greatest of
wittidsms.

"Owisedr, surdy you make fun of ayoung and unschooled servant.
Y ou cannot passthisway, for, were you to take but a single additional
step, you would walk directly into the gate of my household.”

"Gate?" Thief Number One declared in astonishment. "1 see no gate!™

Marjanah'slaughter was the pure sound of bells. " Of course you see no
gate there! It has recently been removed in order that it be repaired.
But, surely, thereisagate before you.” Ali Babaheard the sound of a
hand knocking against wood. ™Y ou of course seethis portion of the
fence?'

The bandit chieftain grunted his assent.

"And thisaswd|?' Marjanah knocked again.

Again, the chieftain grunted.

"These arethe wdlsto ether sde of the gate. Truly, for thesewallsto
have a purpose, there must be a gate between them, even if you cannot
seethat gatel”

"What?' thefirgt thief cdled in avoice heavy with disbelief. "Dear child,
thisisnonsense! If | were not akindly old man out for an afternoon
groll, but instead, for example, | wasthe chieftain of the most cutthroat
band of thieves ever toride, | might take exception to your statement
andwak graight insde.”

But Marjanah was not to be fazed by such veiled threets. "Before you



consider such an act, which you, asakindly old man, never would, let
me pose aquestion. Which is greater: asimple piece of wood, or
tradition?'

"Why," the other answered, "for an old man, as| most assuredly am, it
would betradition, most certainly.”

"Then you should pause to hear my tale," Marjanah continued. "From
thetime | first came here asasmal child, and for ascore of years
before that, a gate has stood upon that site. What would you call that
double score of years?'

"So long aspace of time?' the thief said, although hisvoice betrayed an
amount of uncertainty. "That certainly-sounds like tradition.”

"Well, then," Marjanah responded cheerfully, "tradition saysthereisa
w n

There was a prolonged moment of silence. When the bandit's voice
next spoke, it was but to murmur something to himsdf for another
period of time.

But that voice took on aguileful edge as he spoke again. "Dear child,
you say thisgate is being repaired? Might the man repairing it bea
woodcutter?'

Theropefdl from between Ali Babas numb fingers. He could no
longer work upon his gate. How would Thief Number One know that
Ali Baba was awoodcutter? Perhaps only from hisinauspicious
clothing, and the two times that the thieves had captured him while he
was carrying hiswoodcutting tools, and no doubt from the great
amount of talking Kassim would have managed before he was cut into
pieces.

Besdesthese eventudlities, Ali Baba could see no reason why the
bandit chieftain would be looking for awoodcutter. But what could



Marjanah answer to the evil man's question but the truth?

Asif inreply to histhought, the woodcutter's servant's response wafted
back to his hiding place. "Mogt assuredly, wise g, it isbeing repaired
by aman who repairs gates.”

"Y es," the chieftain responded in avoice of consderableforce, "but is
this man who repairs gates awoodcutter?'

Marjanah's voice, in reply, wasthe very spirit of innocence. "Would
you cut wood to repair gates?'

"What?' thethief answvered with some distraction. "Wel, most
certanly.”

"Then | imagine heisthat aswdll," wasthe servant's reasoned response.

Theman in black sghed so deeply that even Ali Baba could hear it
from hishiding place. "But ishe awoodcuiter,” the thief further ingsted,
"who travelsto dark and distant corners of the forest, and returnsin the
middle of the night with donkeys laden with mysterious sacks?'

"Why would he want to repair agate in dark and distant corners of the
forest?' Marjanah replied lightly.

She was quiet then, once again politely waiting for the other to speak.
But the thief seemed only to mutter darkly to himsdlf. Therefore, after a
fitting period of time had elgpsed, Marjanah seemed to fed it proper to
ask aquestion of her own:

"Do you have a pecific reason for asking of these things?!

"Oh, no," thefird thief indsted, the force of his voice replaced by gentle
mischief. "Simply idle curiosity. Cdl it an old man'swhim.”

There was amoment's silence before the old man spoke again:



"Have you ever considered a career asathief? Oh, | know you area
woman and al, but, were we to supply you with sufficiently bulky
robes, no one need notice.”

The chieftain coughed. "Pardon me. | forgot myself for amoment. | am
naught but an ederly gentleman, whiling away my remaining years by
making discreet inquiriesof dl | see”

"Mogt cartanly,” the dave replied with her usua unflagging humor.
"And it has been most diverting to have a conversation with someone
soold and wise"

"Yes. Well. | supposeif | cannot passthrough the gate, | might aswell
amble dong until | can find someone e se of whom to make discreet
inquiries. Which reminds me. Y ou would not happen to know of
someone who has recently been divided into Six pieces?!

Ali Babaheard the sharp sound of Marjanah clapping her hands. "Six
pieces? Oh, | know! It must be ariddle! Y ou elderly are so clever with
your riddles! Perhagpsthe Six pieces are the ages of man, from the
crawling infant to the bent elderly-no disrespect, O venerable sir.”

"Well, it wasn't ariddle, redly-" the chieftain attempted to interject.

"Not that kind of riddle?' Marjanah replied in that sort of bright voice
that no man would dare to interrupt. "Perhapsthe six are the four
eements-air, earth, water, and fire-dong with the gentle west wind, and
the east wind that blows us storms from sea-"

Stll did the chieftain attempt to regain control of the conversation.
"Actudly, forgive mefor even mentioning those Six-"

"Arethesx thelegsof aninsect?' Marjanah added with alittle whoop
of joy, asif thistime she was sure she knew the answer. "Perhaps a
diligent ant, struggling with aweight ten times as greet asitsdf-"



"I redly must be moving dong now," the bandit leader interrupted even
moreforcefully. " So pleasant to chat.”

"Such ashame," replied Marjanah, her voice betraying the dightest bit
of polite disgppointment. "The next time | seeyou, | will surely have
discovered the answer to your riddie!™

"No doubt,” the chieftain answered wearily. "Thereis one bright spot in
al of this. | trust that you spend very littletimein particularly dark
corners of theforest.”

"Come back and see our new gate!" was Marjanah's only reply.

The bandit chieftain's dark muttering faded with the distance. Still did
the woodcutter wait a suitable time before he peeked out from behind
his hiding place.

"Most excellent Marjanah,” he addressed his servant. "Could that man
with whom you so recently spoke be who | thought it was?'

Marjanah nodded merrily. "Black robes, vicious scowl-he matched
your description of the bandit leader in every particular.”

"So we must be prepared for his return, no doubt beneath the cloak of
night,” reasoned the greetly relieved All Baba. "I shdl finishthe gate
with al dispatch."

But the woodcutter'srelief would, as usud, be of extremely short
duration, for another's voice cdled into the conversation.

"Before you return to your labors," his brother called from the fence,
"there are certain debts that must be discussed.”

Ali Babaturned his gaze to see that Kassm'swife had perched his
brother's basket directly atop the fence between their properties. Not



that Kassm'swife paid overmuch attention to her charge. Once again,
shedid not watch her husband, but seemed only to desire to gaze upon
Ali Baba

But the woodcutter would not alow thiswoman's dluring gaze, not her
long dark hair, nor her full, moigt lips, nor the way her bosom quivered
every time she took a breath; he would not alow any of that to stand in
the way of hisclear judgment. And furthermore, despite what hardships
his brother had suffered, Ali Baba discovered atrace of annoyancein
his brother's attitude. "'l must complete my fence, or any discussion of
debtswill have to be conducted with adead man.”

Kassm'stone becameindignant. "Y ou dare to take such an attitude
with me, amember of your own family, after al the upheava | have
Uffered?’

Well, the woodcutter thought, it was true that without the information
Ali Baba had provided, Kassm might still be awhole man. Could that
be the reason that Kassm'swife now stared at Ali Babain sofixed a
manner? He swore again that he would not let that gaze be his undoing.
Stll, he had not realized before now that her deep brown eyesaso
held tiny flecks of green.

"Perhaps | do bear some respongibility,” the woodcutter therefore
admitted. "1 do apologizefor any difficulty the two of you might have
had in resuming normd relaions.”

"Oh," Kassm'swife remarked in alow voice, "'l would not concern
yoursdf overmuch with that."

"While we had some difficulty locating certain pieces," Kassm added
gruffly, "we have persevered.”

"And morethan that," hiswife said as her smile broadened, "you cannot
imaginethe postions"



"But that novety ispagt,” hisbrother added. "It isfar beyond time that
you made amendd ™

Amends? Again the woodcutter felt anger gtir within him. Amendsfor
what? For his brother forgetting the magic words and being trapped in
the cave? But Ali Babas speech fatered once more when helooked to
Kassm and hiswife, aproblem inspired in part by the difficulty of
looking at awicker basket eye-to-eye.

"And you should be quick about your decison aswell," Kassm'swife
further chided. "Do not forget that | must soon get back to our

"Houseguest?' were the two syllablesthat Ali Baba €lected to utter.

"Mogt certainly,” replied the wife with the sort of condescending smile
that those who have wedlth and expansive property reserve for those
who have none. "We often entertain houseguestsin one of our many
extensve gardens.”

"My wifeisthe most considerate of hostesses,” the man in the basket
proudly added, "o that the generosity of Kassm might be talked about
in both bazaars and palaces!"

"Thisnewest guest,” hiswife continued in avoice even more pleased
than before, "isacharming old man dressed dl in black whose pleasure
isto amble about the neighborhood making discreet inquiries.”

Ali Babafound that he had no remarks on that information whatsoever,
except for athought that building a gate might now be considered
inessentid.



Chapter the Ninth,

in which that which comes apart may come together,
or not, according to circumstance.

Fortunate was Ali Babathat he till had the dave Marjanah standing by
hissde.

"That houseguest?' she said in the most dismissive of tones. "Oh, yes.
We have dready entertained him at somelength. Infact, | was
surprised how difficult it wasto get the gentleman to depart.”

"You have?' Kassm'swifereplied, her smile of superiority crumbling to
afrown. "You were? He did?'

But hisdave's quick wit had helped Ali Babato find hisvoice aswell.
"Marjanah," hetherefore ingtructed, "tell her therest of it."

"Thereismore?' Kassm'swife asked in darm.

Marjanah therefore continued with aseries of questions, in the manner
of dl great ingructors. "Have you given any thought to the matter of this
man's dark clothes? And further, has he made any inquiries concerning
individuasthat have been divided into Six pieces?’

"Wait amoment!" came Kassm'swicker-muffled call. "Even one
trapped in abasket can see wherethisline of inquiry may lead! Are
you implying that our vigitor isone of those thieves we have so recently

escaped?’

"What," Ali Babafurther asked, "might be worse than thisold
gentleman merely being one of those thieves?!

"Y ou mean that heisther leader?' Kassm squawked asif his body
were being ripped asunder one moretime. "And my thoughtlesswife
has allowed thisfoul bandit accessto our most private gardens? Reach
into this basket, woman, and pull out my arm so that | may beat you!"



Hiswife looked askance at her wicker-clad hushand and master. "In
front of the neighbors?*

This question caused even Kassm to pause. "Perhaps | forget mysdif.
Theway | am divided, that isadistinct possibility. But what shal we do
if this man knows of our whereabouts?"

"I have not said asingle thing about my husband being divided into six
pieces" hiswife sad in avoicethat implied she was hurt by any
suggestion to the contrary. "Certain things, after al, should stay inthe
family."

"Forgive me, O madter,” Marjanah said most swestly, "but might |
suggest the most humble of dternatived!™

"Pleasedo!" Ali Babaagreed enthusiagtically. "In me, your humble
wordswill dwaysfind aready ear!"

"Very well," Marjanah replied. "1t has recently occurred to me, and no
doubt would occur to dl of you after amoment's thought, that your
problem centers on aman who isdivided into six parts. But what if
those six parts were once again made into one?"

"Reverse what has happened to my hushand?" asked Kassm'swife,
astonished at the very thought. "Would that it could be so! But no one
in our household knows anything of magic!”

"Forgive my most modest of suggestions,” continued Marjanah, "but the
only magic | am thinking of isaneedle and thread.”

"A needle and thread?' Kassm restated in disbelief.
"And we shdl saw him back together?' Hiswife laughed and clapped

her hands. "While we proceed with these repairs, mayhaps we can
make afew improvementd”



"Have acare, wifel" her husband warned. "Or | will indeed have you
remove one of my arms so you might beet yourself profusdy! And a
leg, so that we might add afew kicksaswell!"

"Y ou must forgive my husband,” hiswife continued. "Heis not truly
himsdlf. Otherwise, he would see that this young woman'sidea hastrue
menit.”

But Kassm was gtill unconvinced. "To sew me up? With asharp
needle? Can you imagine how much that might hurt?"

"Y ou have been divided into Sx pieces," hiswife answered
increduloudy. "Truly, that must have caused you even grester pain!”

"Enough to last adozen lifetimes. Kassm shuddered. "Perhaps you
can sew up somebody dse, instead!”

Once again, Marjanah'swit cameto the rescue. "1 know of ablind
tailor whose touch is as sure asthe tread of acat. | am sure he could
sew those partstogether with agreat sengtivity.”

"Sengtivity?' Kassm wailed, no more convinced. "Oh, a the very
leadt, itisgoing totickle!"

"Very wdl," Marjanah replied meekly, asif her only desrewereto
obey, "therefore, when next the bandit leader confronts you, he will
smply haveto ded with the pieces.”

"Oh, thereisthat." Kassm did hisbest to laugh. "Wdl, what isalittle
pan?'

"Pardon?' Kassm'swife frowned and turned away from the fence to
have ayoung serving woman whisper something in her ear. When she
returned her gazeto Ali Baba, she appeared even more distraught than
she had previoudy. "My servants have informed me that we have left



our guest waiting too long in the garden. He has announced thet, while
he awaits our hospitdity, he shall wander about our grounds seeking
out interesting curiogties”

The dave leaned forward and whispered something further in the
woman's ear.

"Hesad," sherdated with agrowing alarm, "that heis particularly
interested in living individual s who have been cut into pieces.”

Ali Babas panic at this most recent information was temporarily
interrupted by the voice of hiswife as she emerged from their
inadequate dwdling place.

"Oh, woel" came her familiar yet piercing cry. "Why did you not tell me
that you were speaking with our family?'

But the woodcutter had no ears at present for hiswife's remarks.
Instead, he spoke to the spouse of his brother. "How soon may we
expect hisarriva?"

Shefrowned as she considered. "Wadll, it should be a moment. From
what my dave hastold me, he has begun to strall in acompletely
different direction from that spot where we now stand. From his
position within our estate, | would estimate that, to arrive here, he
would haveto traverse a least three forma gardens.”

"Ah!" Kassm exclaimed. "So that iswhere you had put our guest, in
the very best quarter of our palatia grounds. The beast did not deserve
to even gaze upon such refinement! Y et, do not forget that to reach the
gardens, he must passthe large and quietly peaceful reflecting pools.”

"Oh, yes" hiswife agreed at the reminder, "at least four of those,
depending whether or not hetraversesthe aviary.”

"And may | be so presumptuous,” their dave added much in the manner



of Marjanah, "I would aso mention the seven outbuildings he would
have to pass through?'

"Yes," Kassm'swife concurred, "and that only if he took the most
direct route. But, besides those and the topiary, the bathhouse and of
course our modest yet well-stocked trout stream and game forest, he
could arrive here at any time."

"Oh, woe!" Ali Baba'swifeinterrupted, doing her best to regain her
usua magtery of any conversation. "Our family taks of their hospitaity
and you do not care to show them any of ours?'

Congdering the severity of the current Stuation, even the usudly patient
Ali Babafound that he could not concentrate upon hiswife's
complaints. "Not now, my beloved," he therefore stated gently.

"So it begins" Hiswife nodded her glum countenance dl too
knowingly. "It isthusthat communiceation faters between husband and
wife. Can the downfdl of the marriage be far benind?'

It was up to Kassm's wife to speak louder than the wife of Ali Baba
"We must get my husband repaired with al dispatch. Where might this
blind man that your dave speaks of be found?"

But new objections were to emanate from within the wicker. "1 am not
going to be touched by ablind man, much less sawn!™

"Nonsense!" hiswife replied. "Do you expect someone who can see to
do thissort of work?"

Kassm laughed ruefully. "Do you not expect even ablind man to have
some difficulty with thistask?'

"Itisardevant point." Hiswife rewarded the basket with aamile. "'l
think it would be far better for our purposesthat you were to pretend
to be dead during the recongtruction.”



"Dead?' Kassm ydped asif the very ideacaused him pan. "But my
body parts are till warm. What if thistailor should strike anerve or
tickletheskin?"

"Then we will state that you are very recently dead," hiswife
commented in the most soothing of tones. " And no matter what might
transpire, we shal give the blind man a sufficient quantity of gold so that
hislipswill be as unspesking as his eyes are unseeing.”

But Kassm would not be silenced so eadily. "Gold? Where are we to
get that kind of gold?"

Hiswife's eyesreturned to Ali Baba "We do not haveto look any
further than your brother's generosity."

Before the woodcutter could properly consider this offering of hisfunds
for his brother's continued well-being, another voice joined the
conversaion.

"Gold?Did | hear someone mention gold?’

Aladl 1t wasthe old man who wasin redlity the leader of the thieves!
He had crossed those three gardens, four reflecting pools, aviary,
topiary, trout stream, game forest, and seven outbuildings with
remarkable speed. Both wives and Kassm cried out in surprise.

"l did not mean to Sartle you," the man in black stated with a smile that
might have been kindly under other circumstances. "I am only looking
for theunusua. My, thet isalarge basket that you have there. Itistruly
amazing, it isnot, what you might carry in abasket of such girth and
height and construction?" With that, he took a bold step toward the
basket so that he could get acloser ook at what might lurk therein.

Each of the family members glanced to the others asif slently asking
what they might say next to rescue themselves from certain discovery.



But the woodcutter knew there was only one answer.

"Truly, thereisbut onething to do," Ali Baba said as he averted his
facein such away that the bandit leader might not recognize him.
"Thereis but one person who can make sense of dl this, and that
personis Marjanah!”

"But you have not told me," the thief called in obvious enjoyment ashe
took yet another step, "why you refer to gold.”

His enjoyment evaporated as rapidly asthe morning dew when
Marjanah stepped forward to meet him. "O venerable sir, much as|
hate to contradict someone as old and wise as yoursdlf, | am afraid that
your equally venerable ears are suffering from age. When you thought
you heard the auspicious mention of gold, the actud word used was
the much more unfortunate mention of cold.”

"Cold?"' the bandit replied with an expresson of dismay.

"A very savereillness" Marjanah continued smply, asif that answer
werethe only one possible. "A truly uncommon cold. We have, of
course, followed the old family remedy, and somehow fitted the
afflicted oneinto yonder basket."

Kassm sneezed obligingly.

Thethief hated, deciding perhapsthat he did not immediately need a
closer look within the wicker.

"But you are aman of venerable age and gresat learning!” Marjanah
dated enthusiagticdly, asif thisthought had only now entered her pretty
young head. "Y ou must have aknowledge of many rare diseases!
Surely, if we wereto show you the afflicted one, you might easily
recognize the large, bleeding pustules upon his body and furthermore
identify the peculiar, gangrenous smell coming from hisevery porel”



With that, the thief frowned and looked up &t the sun. "Why, see what
timeit has gotten to be! Although | am surel could give you good
advice on such matters, | fear | must beleavingimmediately. Even
kindly old men must occasiondly keep appointments!”

"Areyou certain?' Kassm'swife responded with the dightest of smiles.
"We were about to prepare afine repast.”

"And wonderful hospitdity | am sureit would be," thethief called over
his shoulder as he trotted toward the nearest of the outbuildings. "Most
certainly, | shal enjoy it a another time!”

And with that, the bandit chieftain disappeared from view.

"Mogt excellent Marjanah!™ Ali Baba exclaimed as soon ashewas
certain the bandit was beyond the range of sound aswell assight. "Y ou
have saved usagain!™

"l only wish to serve,” wasthe dave's humblereply.

"Oh, woe!" thewoodcutter'swife chimed in. "That we cannot all
perform our tasks so gracefully!”

"But | still fear we have not seen the last of our bandit leader,” Ali Baba
cautioned. "We must take my brother and get him resewn at our first

opportunity!”

Recent events had been of such severity that even Kassm no longer
objected. Therefore, after abrief discusson, it was decided that Ali
Baba should carry the basket to the blind tailor, for he was often seen
about town making his ddiveries, and so was unlikely to arouse
suspicion. By thetimethiswasfindly determined, it was further
resolved by the group that a sufficient time had elgpsed for the bandit
chief to make good his escape, and further time would only dlow the
ruffian to have second thoughts and might return to plague them again.
Therefore, if Ali Babaand Kassm wereto leave, the best time wasthis



momeant.

Marjanah and Kassm's wife therefore waved farewell, whilethe
woodcutter's spouse graced them with afina "Oh, woe!" and Ali Baba
carried the wicker basket out through the space where once his gate
had siood. Marjanah had given him very detailed directionsto the
tailor's shop, which wasin actudity only some distance down the same
street on which the woodcutter and his brother dwelled. So it was that
Ali Baba carried his burden, which he had previoudy cautioned to be
dlent, past Kassm's home. But they had barely gone a dozen places
beyond his wesdlthy brother's large guardhouse before they were set
upon by four men dressed dl in black!

The basket was wrested quickly from Ali Baba as two other men
pinned hisarms, and turned him roughly about to face the bandit
chieftan!

"| told you there was no escape from our band,” Thief Number One
remarked with the most open of smiles. "Now that your meddling
woman servant is no longer about, you are ours for the rest of your
lives" He paused to smile knowingly at the other thieves. "Not, of
course, that that will be aperiod of great duration.”



Chapter the Tenth,

inwhich welearn
what it takes to be a thief.

Thistime, Ali Babawas sure he was truly doomed, pinned by two of
the dark-robed, heavily bearded men. He would never see his meager
home or inadequate family again!

The bandit's even more sinister leader paced back and forth acrossthe
suddenly very empty and totally quiet street. No one, it seemed,
whether man or beast, might wish to be in the company of these men
by choice. Nor did it help Ali Babas mood that the chief of thieveswas
using this opportunity to gloat a great length.

"Hahaha," thefirg thief uttered as he pushed hisface closeto that of
Ali Baba. "And furthermore ha, and haagain! This should proveto you,
without fear of contradiction, that no one escapes from the grasp of the
forty thieves. To sed istolive, toliveisto sted!" He spun to face
Kassm. "And you in the basket. Cutting you into Six pieceswas only
the beginning of your new existence!"

And with that, even Kassim began to wall. "'l have found anew reason,
then, to curse my undying being. Now | shall beforced, day after day,
toligento you!"

"And trust me," said the chieftain, who gpparently took that last remark
asan odd sort of compliment, "you will be by my sde congtantly!" He

chortled. "Once again we shd| have forty thieves. And, when we reach
our full complement, no power upon this earth shal be able to stop ugl”

He pointed to each of histhree subordinatesin turn. "Guard our newest
recruitswell. | shal summon the rest of the thieves. And then we will
ride!" With that, he turned and ran down an dleyway behind Kassm's
edate.

Wasthis, then, thelast Ali Babawould see of hishome, hiscity, his



woodcutting livelihood? Even amind as humble as hisrebelled a such
athought. Surely, there had to be some way he and Kassm could
make good their escape. All Baba shifted hisweight dightly, but found
each of hisarmsin apair of iron grips.

"Please do not struggle overmuch,” thethief holding Ali Babasleft am
said with asurprising gentleness. "'Y ou are in enough difficulty a
present without havingto add to it."

"Yes" sad thethief at Ali Babasright, "no one has ever escaped twice
from the thieves before.”

"Atleadt," the brigand who held the basket joined in, "no one who has
remaned dive"

"Not that our chieftain would have you killed,” thefirst of the three
added in asomewhat reassuring tone, "at least not directly.”

"No," the second further added, "morelikely hewill send you onan
errand, say, down the side of a sheer dliff, or sraight into the mouth of
ashark, from which thereisno return.”

"Then nothing shall hgppen to us at the hands of your leader?* Ali Baba
asked, not sureif thisfact was enough to foster asense of relief.

"Nothing could be further from actudity,” the first among the three said
in amore vehement tone. "1 hear that you two may veritably
receive'-and he paused briefly before he could finish the sentence-"a
demotion.”

The other two bandits gasped in what might have been terror. The
thickness of their beards madeit difficult for Ali Babato discern their
true emotions. And yet, poor woodcutter that he was, he had to have
these matters presented clearly before him. "Isthis 'demoation,’ then,
that terrible afate?"



"The only thing after demotion,” said the last of the three before
inserting another one of those unpleasant pauses, "is death.”

"I have aproposition,” the gentle first thief suggested. "What say we
thieves release our burdens for the moment? But know this, our newest
recruits. Our resolve is no less great than before. | dso fed that | would
be remissif | did not mention that, asamember of our fearsome band,
my swift knife hand is only exceeded by the speed of my amazingly
sharp sword, which isasasnail's pace to the dacrity of my
poison-tipped arrows." He coughed gently as he released his grip upon
Ali Babasarm. "Y ou should be well served to heed this point of
informetion.”

And heed he did. Even though the pressure was gone from his either
sde, the woodcuitter felt no freer than he had before. Still, if he was
fated to join this band no matter what hiswill, perhaps he could put the
best face possible uponit.

He stepped over by the basket that contained his brother, which the
third thief had lowered to the ground.

"l supposealifeasathief will at theleast be achange of pace” Ali
Baba ventured. "Perhaps we shal see some of the countryside.”

The three thieves gathered together and glanced at one another. None
of the three gppeared very enthusastic concerning the woodcutter's
observation.

"What can you see?' thefirg of the three responded. "Y ou will dways
bein the middle of amass of moving horses.”

But Ali Babawould not be discouraged. "Then perhaps| might hear
new sounds, like the voice of exatic birds and the susurration of the
disant ocean."

"What will you hear?' the third chimed in. "Only the roar of the



victorious and the screams of the victims. Y ou will certainly be given no
indruction.”

Y et was the woodcutter stubborn in pursuing hisgoa, much ashe
would not be finished with alog until he had fully split the knothole.
"But surdy inmy travelsthere will be some new experience-"

"What might you experience?' the second questioned. ' "There will be
nothing but sun and heat and dugt.”

"But," the woodcutter began again, and even he could hear the
desperation growing in hisvoice, "don't you know-"

"What will you know?" the second further asked. Y ou will certainly
never know where you are, for you will dways be surrounded by
thieves"

"But what about theret-" Ali Baba attempted again.

"When will you res?' thefirs commented in summation. "It isaways
gdlop, galop, gdlop, sted, sed, sted "

Thisdid not seem like the most positive of futures. And yet, being of a
generdly postive demeanor, and further perhaps looking for any straw
inawindstorm, Ali Babawas not yet defeated in his search for

consolation. " Perhaps we can learn something, then, from your forceful
leeder.”

All three shook their heads again.
Thefirg began: "A more vile man has never existed.”

But Ali Babawould not easily accept so negative acomment. " Surely,
there must be something positive you may say about your chieftain.”

All thieves paused in thought.



"Heisnot apatient man."

"Heisnot amoderate man.”

"Heisnot ahumane man."

"Nor generous," the third added after some further deliberation.

"Thereareindeed,” thefirg of the three again summarized, "many things
heisnot."

At this, even the lighthearted woodcutter was close to admitting atotal
defest. "Then he has no positive quditieswhatsoever? Heislower in
the celestid chain than even those creatures who digest the offal of the
eath?'

Thefirst leaned forward to tug awarning a Ali Babas deeve. "Do not
say such athing so loudly! Our chieftain easily takes offense” He
rubbed hislower beard with some agitation. " Sometimes he killsthe
ligenersaswell. Heis extremely good with asword.”

"Good with asword?' the woodcutter replied. "That is positive, at least
inaway."

The thieves thought some more before the second one mentioned: "His
knowledge of tortureisenormous.”

With that encouragement, the third one added: "And, furthermore, his
lust for goldisinsatiable.”

"See?" Thefirst among them grinned. "We have not given our leader
aufficient credit. There are any number of positives associated with our
chieftan.”

There followed amoment of silence. For, after such atopic, what else



might be said? Ali Baba became increasingly uncomfortable asthe
slencelengthened, for he redlized he was among men who spent their
freetime pillaging and locting, and therefore would prefer if their
thoughts did not wander overmuch, especidly in such close proximity
to hisinsubgtantia home and, more specifically, to that newly dug
trench within hiskitchen.

Rather than endure this silence, the woodcutter decided he would try
another road to friendship, and introduce himself.

"My nameisAli Baba"

"Y ou will be Number Thirty-Nine," said thefirst among the bandits.
"We do not use names.”

"Then none of you have names?' the woodcutter asked in some
urprise.

"Oh, yes," thefirgt contradicted, "we certainly have names. We just
don't use them-at least, not around our chieftain.”

"Thief Number One has certain peculiarities,” the second of the three
added. "Hisingstence upon numbersis chief among them.”

"It has to do with his requirement that there dways beforty thieves"
thelast thief stated. "That isamystic number for him."

"Itisashame,”" the second pointed out, "that he finds that number so
difficult to reach.”

"A shame?' Ali Babaasked.
"For dl of us," the three thieves said together.

The woodcutter was unsureif it would bein hisbest interest to request
further informetion.



"But you have asked usfor our names," thefirgt of thethree said
quickly, asif he could not wait to dter the subject. "I have been with
the band for agreat enough time to become Number Thirty." He
glanced quickly up and down the Street before adding: "In an earlier
time, men knew measAladdin.”

So the thieves would introduce themselvesin turn? Thiswillingness to
converse made Ali Baba, if not comfortable, at least no longer asready
to scream in stark fear. Asthe thieves spoke further, Ali Baba dlowed
himsdlf to study each of them in turn, and, despite their smilarity of
robe and beard, he could see certain characteristics of each which
would mark them asindividuas. So it was that the one known as
Aladdin, or Number Thirty, wastaller than the other two, and broader
of shoulder, asif he had had to work himsdf up within the world
outside before he entered the world of thieves.

The second one of the three then stepped forward, and introduced
himsdf inturn. "I am now known as Number Twenty-Eight within our
circle” Helowered hisvoice for the next statement. "But for al my
tender years before, | was called Achmed."

Thisman was by far the youngest of the three, histall gangly figure not
fully filled out to manhood. His beard disguised his age, but upon close
gppraisa, Ali Babawould guess that Number Twenty-eight was not
that much more gresatly advanced in yearsthan his sweet Marjanah.

"It isleft to meto conclude these introductions," said the third member
of thethieves. "1 am known as Number Twelve, for | have been athief
for ascore of seasons, but in the distant past, when | dwelled within a
palace, | was caled Harun a Raschid.”

Thislast of the three was a so the eldest, with great amounts of gray
mixed within his beard. He furthermore spoke more forcefully than his
younger cohorts, asif hewereindeed used to thelife of rulersand
otherswho dwelled in paaces, and would not bend so easily to the will



of the bandit leader.

Ali Babafound himself most curious about those namesthey had
before they were given numbers. While Achmed was acommon name,
Ali Baba had heard stories concerning men named Harun d Raschid
and Aladdin. Could these be the same men as had served in those
stories? As unlikely asthe events of the past couple of days had been,
this seemed to be straining the very bounds of creditability. Further, the
woodcutter could think of no uncomplicated way to gather this
information from the thieves. It had been difficult enough to gain their
names. What pleading might it take to get them to tell their life stories?

For the moment, then, Ali Babadecided to travel down the road of
politeness. "We are most pleased to make your acquaintance." Before
he could indulgein further courteous conversation, however, hewas
interrupted by the usual disembodied voice.

"We? Might | remind you that no one hasintroduced me to anyone?'
Kassm cried from beneath hiswicker lid. "They chop you up, put you
in abasket, and everybody ignoresyou! Isn't that dwaystheway?"

"Y es, most certainly,” the man once called Aladdin remarked politely.
"We have been ignoring Number Forty."

But the woodcuitter's brother would not be so easily mallified. "Kassim
toyou! A man of great importancein thiscity. A man with powerful
andinfluentid friendd”

Ali Babaredlized his brother must be referring to hisemployer, the
large and unpleasant One Thumb. "Thereis one powerful friend whom
you have chosen not to speak with at present,” he reminded his brother

gently.

"Well, thereisthat," the brother in the basket said in asomewhat softer
tone. "Itisonly atemporary setback, | assure you. When oneisin my
present state, oneis reticent to make excessive explanations.”



For example, Ali Babathought but did not speak, his brother was
avoiding an explanation of what Kassm had been doing in the presence
of agreat quantity of gold without first aerting One Thumb.

"I think, Number Forty, that you protest to excess," said the thief once
named Achmed but now referred to as Number Twenty-eight. "Evenin
SX pieces, you have certain advantages.”

"Namemeone," replied the unconvinced voice of Kassm, "and | shdl
rest quietly in my confinement.”

"Wadl, as| recall, you do have abeard,” was Achmed's answer.

"I most certainly do." Kassm grunted. "At present, it continuesto tickle
theingde of my kneein the most uncomfortable of fashiong"

"Ah," Achmed said with asmile that reveded histrue boyish nature.
"Y ou aretherefore closer to theided thief than your beardless brother.”

Kassm remained unconvinced. "1 am anided, eventhough | amin six
discrete parts?"

"There are no rules whatsoever about remaining in one piece. But there
are definite rules about beards." Achmed tugged upon hisown.

Harun, or Number Twelve, regarded the woodcutter's face with some
concern. "If you have been attempting to grow abeard, it does not
appear to be going well."

"Then again," said Achmed, "if you have not been attempting to grow a
beard, the situation will befar worse."

"Either way, | do not expect it to go wdl," Thief Number Thirty,
formerly known as Aladdin, said in asgrim amanner as Ali Babahad
ever heard. "Grow your beard quickly. Should our chieftain have afew



minutes for quiet contemplation and observation of hisunderlings
before the hair upon your chin has reached itsfull potentid”-he pulled at
his own beard as a means of demonstration-"you will have to be most
careful.”

"Luckily for most of us" Number Twenty-eight said in asomewhat
lighter tone, "our chieftain has very few momentsfor quiet
contemplation.”

Ali Babafound that he could not speak, for he was overwhelmed by a
painful awareness of theinadequacies of hishair follicles.

The three thieves did not seem to notice. "It ismost true of al our
lives" thethief once caled Aladdin said ingteed. "If there were
moments of repose and quiet contemplation, some of us might make

good our escape.”

"Aswe have said," asserted the man in black who had oncelived ina
palace, "we were not dwaysthieves. We dl have past lives before our
present Situation.”

Thief Number Thirty's eyes opened with excitement &t this very topic of
conversation. He nodded his head with enthusiasm. "And dl of ushave
stories from those pasts; stories of some merit.”

"Oh," Achmed called out in some darm, "heis about to sart the
adventure of thelamp again!”

"Itisaworthy tale!" rgoined Thief Number Thirty, who wasaso
known as Aladdin.

"And ours areless s0?' remonstrated Thief Number Twelve, Harun d
Raschid the Pdace Dweler. "We should remember who has seniority
among those present.”

Lamp? Ali Babathought to himsdlf again. Could hisunlikely conjecture



of some moments before actualy bear some truth?

But before there could be any stories from any quarter there came a
great pounding of hooves adistant rumble at firdt, but growing in force
from heartbest to heartbedt.

"Thethievescome!" Achmed cdled.

"Therewill be no moretimefor stories!” Harun added regretfully.
"Therewill be no timefor conversation of any kind!"

"It will beride, ride, ride, stedl, stedl, stedl!" Aladdin commented with a
certain ar of defeat.

Asthe rumbling increased, agreat quantity of dust and noise emanated
from the dley by hisbrother'shouse. At first the woodcutter thought it
was odd that the thieves should choose to travel down an alley. Of
course, Ali Baba consdered, in keeping with the scale of dl things
concerned with Kassm's dwelling, the alley was wide enough for three
horsemen to ride abreast.

"It has been good to talk to you," the thief who once was Aladdin
cdled to him. "Pray that we might do it again a sometimein our lives,
however brief those livesmay be.”

But those were the last words any of the newfound companions spoke,
for at that instant Thief Number One burst from the alley on the back of
his night-black stalion, followed by the remaining dark-robed thieves.

"Ahal" the bandit chieftain shouted exultantly. "Now we will go about
our businesst And no one will be ableto stop us, for we will be afull
forty strong!" He waved at Thieves Number Thirty, Twelve, and
Twenty-eight. "Wewill again tie our newest membersto their horses.
But thistime the three of you will escort them out of town!™

The thieves gppeared to have come up in theworld, for thistime both



Ali Babaand the basket containing Kassm received horses of their
own. The woodcutter found himsdf thrust into the saddle of one mount
by Achmed and Aladdin, while Harun carried the basket to strap upon
the other steed. Other bandits threw great quantities of rope at those
three to secure the newcomers. There was so much rope, in point of
fact, that the three had some considerable difficulty handling the excess.

"Could you get that rope from around my leg?' Achmed asked of
Aladdin as he shook the coils from hisknee.

"Which of thethievesare you?' the chieftain then asked of Achmed.

The young thief came to attention, al thoughts of the annoying rope
temporarily forgotten. "Number Twenty-eight, Sir.”

Their leader smiled, at peace with hisworld. "Thereis such asecurity in
numbers”

"Come," Thief Number One called as he raised his hand for the others
tofollow. "Wewill pillage therichest quarter of thiscity. Surely, every
corner of every pdatia household shdl befilled with gold!"

"If you might wait aminute," Harun attempted to call over the
ever-increasing stamping of horses hooves, "and dlow meto get my
hand free from this rope?’

"Someone hastied knots dl theway through thisrope,” Aladdin
shouted againgt the din. "It shall take usamoment to extricate-"

"Thieves!" the bandit chieftain shouted as he urged hishorseto agalop.
"Itistimeto ride!" Thief Number One shouted in the most
bloodcurdling of fashions, and his ululating cry was picked up by the
other horsemen, so that their fearsome screams seemed to propel their
horsesto afull galop.

And with that, the other thieves rode off, leaving the five of them behind.



"Oh, dear," Harun said asthe street returned to silence. He managed at
last to free his hand from the tricky series of knots.

"It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Achmed remarked as he
threw down the coils of rope that had been weighing down his body.

Aladdin stepped past the mess of tangled hemp he had been trying to
make sense of. "It isashamethat it had to happen to us.”

"| do not understand!" Kassm cdled from his basket. "What has
happened here?

"Thief Number One," Aladdin explained, "in his haste for wedlth, has
left usbehind."

"Perhapsthisisaboon?" Achmed asked uncertainly.
"Or certain death,” Harun suggested.

"How foolish of me" Achmed agreed with far more conviction. "It must
certainly be certain death.”

"Heawaysactsin thismanner,” Aladdin added with an incontestable
fatalism of tone.

"It happened as he spoke that word 'gold,” Achmed said with a
desol ate thoughtfulness.

"L ogic escapes him the minute the word is mentioned,” Harun furthered
the grim explanation.

"Still," Aladdin noted, "look upon the positive aspects of our Stuation,
as| am sure the woodcutter would say. This certainly takes a certain
weight off our shoulders”



"Y ou mean when he cuts off our heads?" Achmed asked, hisvoice
caming consderably as soon as he had asked the question. "Y es, that
isquite comforting, in acertain way. What could possbly beworse
than that sudden and painful death?’

It was at that precise moment that One Thumb emerged from the dley.



Chapter the Eleventh,
in which we learn what is not hair today
will truly be gone tomorrow.

All Babalooked back to the thieves. "Y ou mean your leader would kill
usthat readily?'

With that, Aladdin shrugged his substantia shoulders. "1t would depend
upon the availability of replacement thieves.”

"Of course," Achmed added, "our leader is not that particular about his
recruits for our band. Take agood look at the three of us. Even more
to the point, take agood look at the two of you."

Any venture toward further conversation was interrupted by the shouts
of One Thumb and his cohorts as they rushed toward Ali Baba and the
others.

"Thereyou are," declared the massive man in white, "atempting no
doubt to depart without informing us of your whereabouts. It will go
very badly for you! Thereisbut oneway inwhich you might be ableto
escape my awesome vengeance. Y ou will tell us the whereabouts of
Kassm at thisingtant. | am tired of getting no answerd!™

"Wasthere aquestion in there?" Achmed asked.

One Thumb chose not to respond beyond affording the youngest of the
thieves asharp glance. Instead, he motioned one of hisbeewled
henchmen forward.

"Hassan," heingtructed hisunderling. "See what isin the basket!"

But before this Hassan could take a single step toward achieving his

god, the three thieves stepped forward in such aline that the basket
was hidden behind their dark robes.



"Y ou redlize that the basket is not your property,” Harun said with
some authority.

His speech only made One Thumb laugh in aparticularly vile fashion. "l
takewhat | want!"

Aladdin saw fit to return the smile, accompanied by these words. "That
only worksif the other person iswilling to give theitem in question.”

One Thumb's expression transformed from one of derision to one of
purefury. "Then you refuse me! | will show you what happensto those
who refuse One Thumb! And besidesthat,” he offered dmost asan
afterthought, "'l am the only one here who is dlowed to ask the
questiond”

"Who said anything about refusing?' Achmed asked in avoice S0
smooth that even the claws of degth itsalf might dide away." It appears
that we are dill engaged in the defining of terms.”

Asquickly asthe anger had appeared on One Thumb's face, that
rgpidly did hisexpresson transform itself into one of tota confusion.
While his mouth worked for some moments, his brain seemed

incapable of supplying any accompanying sound.

"It seemsto methat 'to give isanother way to say 'to present,”
Achmed said as he began to explicate his point. He stepped aside to
reveal the wicker prize. "Now look at this poor basket. See how thelid
is bent, and the handles are worn. The wicker is even frayed in two-no,
three-places. This object isfar too shabby to even be consdered asa
present. Y ou areright to be offended at the very mention of such an
exchange. But dl isnot lost in our negotiation, for | can think of a
number of other objectsimmediately to hand that would make far
better gifts." He reached forward and pulled the scimitar from Hassan's
scabbard with remarkable speed. "May |7 he added after he already
held the sword in hishand. "A fine example of aperfect gift would be
thisjewe-encrusted sword."



Hassan's shout at the loss of his sword reveded a certain degree of
incoherent anger. He then became so upset asto utter thefirst question
Ali Babahad ever actualy heard from any member of One Thumb's
entourage. "Y ou then plan to give my master his own jewe-encrusted
swvord?'

Achmed shook his head with asad amile, asif that particular action
were asfar from hisintention asadaveisfrom asultan. "Oh, no,” the
young thief further expounded. "I said nothing about giving him the
sword. Or those other two swords, now in the steady yet practiced
hands of my confederates.”

But One Thumb had witnessed quite enough of Achmed's subterfuge.
"Men!" hetherefore cried in far from the most pleasant tones. "Cut
them down like undomesticated dogs!"

But there was no cutting to be done this day, for while Achmed had
held everyone's attention, the two other thieves had stripped One
Thumb's cohorts of their respective scimitars.

"What?" Thefury bubbling within One Thumb roseto afull bail. "Y ou
dare, you forest looters!”

"We do not dare, we do,” was Achmed'sreply. "Do you find this
surprisng? Y ou have smply never before met thieves of thefirst
echdon.”

""Show me the leader among you," was One Thumb'sinappropriate
reply, "and | shall strangle him using only my naked hands!"

"Alas, we aredl equaswithin our present company,” Achmed replied
with such pleasantness that Ali Baba began to suspect the thief might be
some relation to Marjanah. "Our leader hasleft us here temporarily. No
doubt, though, he will return with the rest of the thieves.”



One Thumb once again issued that unpleasant bray that might be taken
for alaugh. "What are afew thieves, more or less, compared to the
might of One Thumb!”

"Even should there be afull complement of forty of them?* Achmed
asked gently.

"For-forty thieves?' One Thumb sputtered in a manner that made him
appear even less pleasant than before. " Those forty thieves?' He
waved vaguely at the men in black. ™Y ou may keep the swords. | am
happy to give a present to so famous aband of men. In the meantime, |
am afraid that | have agreat many appointments e sawhere.”

So even One Thumb turned away? And after the brothel keeper had
actually been so disconcerted that he had asked a question (a Situation
that the woodcutter imagined did not happen with particular
frequency)? Ali Babawas quite impressed with both the acumen and
the reputation of the band to whom he now belonged.

But, before he departed, One Thumb lifted aforefinger into the air.
"Tdl your master, though, that | do not forget," he said with avoice
heavy in portent. "And, when thetimeisright, we shall meet again, and
he shal be sorry he ever played that game with the chickend!”

Chickens? Then again, the woodcutter considered, perhapsthe thieves
reputation was not as great asall that. Ali Baba once again percelved
that strange fedling that he had entered the room halfway through a
doryteller'stae.

Aladdin, who despite protestations to the contrary, seemed to lead this
small group of thieves, found hisvoiceto cry: "No one meetsthe forty
thieves unlesswe want to meet them|" In asomewhat softer voice, he
added as he glanced a Ali Baba: " And sometimes we even forget
about that."

Ali Babawas not comforted by the thief's shared confidence. Amidst



al this confusion, he had once again begun to yearn for the squdid yet
smple pleasures of hishome, still so close a hand but perhaps now
forever out of hisreach. He was about to be taken away from
everything he knew and loved. For the shortest of moments, the
woodcutter almost wished he had never taken that enormous quantity
of gold. But that feding passed rapidly aswdll. Life could belong, a
man's destiny was unsure, but it did not hurt to have untold wedlth
buried beneath your kitchen. Y es, it was a thought worthy of utterance
by thewise. And, no matter what perils he might face at the hands of
these thieves, he would return to that gold again. Not to mention his
inadequate household and mesager family. And then, only then, would
he find true peace.

He looked to these three thieves who now held them so casualy
captive. These men had reveded bits of their life Soriesto their
prisoners, and in so doing had become individuas rather than apart of
that murderoudy thieving bearded mass. Ali Babarealized, before that
meass of thieves even returned, that he could never fight or reason with
the group of them. But if he could speak to them singly, as one man to
another-how they had cometo join the group, perhaps, and how they
or others had tried to leave-he might find some way to win his freedom.
Smply because onelog is rotted does not mean one hasto forsake the
forest. So it wasthat he would persevere until he could find his home.

He thought he would begin his search for information with thistalkative
youngster before him.

"Tdl me, Achmed, pardon me, Number Twenty-eight,” Ali Baba
quickly amended as he saw the thief sfrown, "but how did one as
well-gpoken as you descend into alife of steding?'

"It was not quite adescent,” the young thief replied with alaugh. "Quite
frankly, | began my lifein apogtion perhaps even inferior to that of a
thief. More specificdly, | wasadave for awedthy household. It wasin
such aposition that | learned to have a practiced tongue, for daves
have to be clever, or their masters would be hel pless without them.”



And, indeed, Ali Babaknew the wisdom of this statement, for it was
common knowledgeto al men. "But how," he asked of the youngest
among the three, "did you manageto find yoursdlf in this present sate?

"l was captured with my companion, theillustrious Sinbad.”

Here, again, was a name famous with the storytellers. Perhgpsthis
group of thieves had more to them than they might care to admit. On
thisoccasion, Ali Baba chose to pursue the subject in greater detail.
Therefore, he asked:

"Wasit theillustrious Sinbad the Sailor?”

But Thief Number Twenty-eight shook hishead. "No. Actudly, it was
the somewnhat lessillustrious Sinbad the Porter."

There, thought Ali Baba. That was what happened when a poor
woodcutter jumped to such conclusions. Aladdin's lamp was probably
something he used to read by at night.

"Still," Achmed continued, no doubt in response to the gppearance of
distress upon the woodcutter's countenance, "heis quite famousin his
ownway."

"For porting?' Kassm asked in disbelief.

"Actualy, he has gotten beyond that,” was Achmed's explanation. "He
was promised avery important position by my actua master, but in
order for that to occur, we would have to return to Baghdad. Not that
that matters anymore. Baghdad might aswell exist in another place and
time, for now we are part of the forty thieves."

"And apart of the forty thieveswe shall remain," Harun added ina
voice with theweight and timbre of asage, "until our dying day, which,
through using my powers of observation, | deduceto beinthe



not-al-too-distant future.”
"Suchisour lot with the temper of our master,” Aladdin agreed.
"Such isour fate thanksto the perils of thievery,” Achmed added.

"And, even more than that,” Harun concluded with as sober aface as
the woodcutter had ever seen beneath a bushy black beard, "suchis
our destiny facing the deadly mystery of the cavern.”

Temper, Perils, Mystery, and Degth? More than he did not wish to
leave his home, more than he wanted not to be forcefully inducted into
theforty thieves, Ali Babawished they would stop dwelling on these
particular topics. Still, he had not heard of this deadly mystery business
before. Could the thieves be talking about that same gold-filled cavern
that cursed hisbrother to aperhaps eternd lifein six parts?

"And thisisthe Situation that my thoughtless brother has forced me
into!l" Kassm complained with greet fervor, perhaps to compensate for
the fact that no one could see hisface hidden in the basket. "Have |
told you yet how he led meinto this sorry ate?"

Then Kassm would reved dl? Ali Babacould not believe that even his
brother could speak thus, without thought of the poverty-inducing
consequences. If Kassm told such a story, no doubt the thieves would
recal they were missing agreat ded of gold, and further, where that
gold had quite likely gone. And since the place that the gold might rest
was only afew paces down the street, what was to prevent them from
reclaming thelr ill-gotten riches, which Ali Babawas certain they would
just asgladly ill-get dl over again?

Even the most levelheaded of men might panic. So it waswith the
usualy quiet and industrious Ali Baba, as he spoke before any could
urge his brother to further explain.

"Areyou sure you wish to hear the ravings of my brother?' the



woodcutter said with what he hoped sounded like a carefree laugh. "He
has not quite been himsdf of late.”

Asusud, Kassm was swift to take offense. "How dare you say that of
your own brother?' But living in Six separate pieces within abasket
can, no doubt, do wonders toward the increase of one's humility. Soiit
was that, after amoment's pause, he added, "Well, if we wereto use
the most precise of language, | imagine | would be many selves,
wouldn't 1? Still would | liketo tel my story. Or, consdering my
present ate, should it be stories?”

His brother continued to mutter like thisfor quite sometime, so that the
others about paid him less attention with every passing remark. At this
point, the humble woodcutter might have gone so far asto fed some
guilt over theway he had manipulated his sbling, but there was no guilt
great enough to cause Ali Babato reved the secrets of hiskitchen.
Thusit isthat gold will get you to forget even the obligations of family.

"But | wasgoing to tel you how | gained the lantern," ventured the thief
once named Aladdin, no doubt to bring the subject away from
Kassm's semi-coherent mumblings. "And how it once gave me great
happiness, before | cameto loseit again.”

Ali Baba sguatted near the ground, and prepared to listen. If hewas
going to be held captive for therest of hislife, theleast he could be was
entertained.

"Inmy early life," Aladdin began, "1 was not so different than you see
me now, for | was the son of a poor tailor-"

"A talor!" Kassmwailed. "Now | shal never be reassembled!”

"You are correct,” Achmed said to Ali Baba. "Y our brother is most
definitdy undone.

"Itisquite understandable,” Harun said reasonably. "The shock aone



could not help but be enormous. And what of future consegquences?
How could you continueto liveif you knew you could wake up some
morning and find your piecesmissng?'

"Piecesmissing?' Achmed inquired. "If they have been removed now,
they are surdly from hisbrain.”

"| pray you," Kassm beseeched those around him, "transport meto the
shop of the blind man down the street.”

"He probably doesnot redlize," Achmed said with greet gentleness,
"that heismaking no sense.”

"Perhaps," Harun mentioned sagdly, "heisrdiving his childhood.”

The two thieves nodded most solemnly, asif that indeed were Kassm's
dilemma

"But come, Number Thirty, and finish your tale," Achmed called to
Aladdin, "and perhaps thistime we can hear it from beginning to end.”

"Very wdl," Aladdin said with the dightest of smiles. "Now, when |
was young, | was not the most obedient of boys, and | chafed at having
to learn my father's professon.”

"Cannot we move swiftly to the lantern?' Achmed interjected. "If there
was onething | learned upon my long voyage, itisthis In times of
adventure and danger, travel Sraight to the story's heart.”

But al assembled heard another sound before Aladdin could utter a
further word, the fearsome noise of galloping horses.

Around the corner the horses came in atight pack, and upon their
backs were the men in black. Ali Baba's mouth felt dry, and hisknees
weak, asthe bandits rapidly rode up to them, fearsome shouts upon
their lipsand great clouds of dust around their horses.



"Ah!" the bandit chieftain called to those he had |eft behind. "It isgood
that you waited for us, for it would have meant your livesif you had
not." He paused to smile gracioudy. "1 of course realized that you could
not tend to our newest recruits so swiftly, and would further be a
burden to usin our rapid movement, so decided it was best that we | eft
you behind." Hewaved at hisfdlow riders. "Now you will be privileged
to see our great success. Show them our plunder!”

One of the other thieves held up asmall bag that clinked dully.

Not that Ali Babawas especidly well versed in these matters, but ill,
intermsof plunder, it appeared alittle pitiful.

"That isdl?" the bandit chieftain demanded, asif only now redizing the
Severity of the Stuation.

"Y ou were with us, O masgter," said the man who held the bag. "Y ou
saw how few valuables those people had, and these even included the
difficult onesthat necessitated the removal of fingersto obtain.”

"How dare you criticize my methods?" The bandit chief drew his

sword. "1 will pluck out-no, no, I must remember my thief count. You
wereonly trying to supply me with information. Bad information!" Thief
Number One came close again to cutting, but thought better of it before
he had diced more than the man's outer robes and perhaps a bit of

skin. The leader rapidly reshesthed his blade before he could have any
third thoughts. He paused and looked imploringly at the sky.

"Itisnot the way that it used to be for my fearsome band. | do not
understand the difficulty.” And from the fevered look of the chieftain's
dark face, Ali Baba could tell that he was aman truly obsessed. "All
things should be fortuitous when we are forty strong.” Hisfrown grew
as he looked back to his men. "Unless, perhaps, we do not have the
correct forty thieves!"



Then the bandit leader would blame his minions for the inadequacy of
their plunder? Ali Babaremembered again how quick and merciless
their leader was with his sword, and the woodcutter was grateful he
was standing at least haf adozen sword lengths from said chieftain.

His grateful ness evaporated when he saw the way Thief Number One
regarded him.

"Ahal" the bandit |eader cried with the excitement of onewho has
discovered that problem which truly plagued him. "It comes clear to me
inthisingant!

"Do | seeamember of our party without a beard?”



Chapter the Twelfth,
in which counsel isgiven
and hair is achieved.

The woodcutter prepared himself for the sudden but no-less-unpl easant
pain of violent deeth.

But no such agony was forthcoming. Instead, there was naught but an
embarrassed silence.

"Oh, pardon me," the bandit chieftain explained with apained amile. "It
must have been my mistake." He glanced quickly among the other
brigands, asthough looking for aculprit. "No, my thievesaredl fully
bearded!”

All?thought Ali Babawith some congternation. Did that mean his
beardlessness had driven him out of their ranks? It was the only sane
dternative. And yet he would think that the most typical reection by
this group would be punctuated by the end of the sword, but sncethe
chieftain had apologized, his hands had not even wandered closeto his
cimitar.

Whatever had happened, it no longer appeared that Ali Babawasin
danger of imminent death. Would the thieves then be content that they
numbered only thirty-nine, and let him return to his woodcutting ways?

He moved his hand to stroke his chinin thought, and cried out in
sudden aarm. There was something attached to the lower portion of his
face!

Ali Babafought back the urgeto strike a whatever strange furred
anima had managed to latch onto his person. In the present company,
he did not want to call any more attention to himsdlf than was
necessary. But what could be hanging from hisface, and why could he
not feel the pressure of its claws? Had he become so frightened by
recent occurrencesthat al feding had left his upper extremities?



However, and thiswas stranger till, none of the bandits about him
werelooking at him asif he had alarge and obvious something

attached to hisface. Perhaps, when you were abrigand, whatever you
decided to do with your personal appearance would be considered
your private business. The woodcutter therefore determined that he
would follow thelead of dl those about him and act asif it werethe
most naturd thing in the world for him to casually reach forward with
both his hands and fed up the length of that creature that hung down his
front.

It certainly was afurry thing, with thick hair that curled about every
which way, but, no matter how deeply the woodcutter felt within the
furry mass, he could not fedl the crestures form. Still, throughout the
course of hisinitial exploration, the woodcutter had not yet gotten
bitten, and this bit of happenstance led him to afurther act of bravado.
Hewould have thisthing off him so that he could look it squarely inthe
eye! Therefore did he grab the fur in both his hands and yank uponit,
swiftly and without prior warning.

The cry that Ali Babahad previoudy issued, when he had first found
this hair benesth his chin, was as to nothing in comparison to the
scream that now emanated from between hislips. Somehow, thisvast
coarse and curly masswas fully attached to his chin and cheeks.

This could lead to but one conclusion. Thething in his handswas,
indeed, abeard. Furthermore, it was his beard. In the space of the
sngleblink of an eye, Ali Baba had somehow managed to gain that
which he could not grow in al the years of hisadult life. It wastruly
amazing, the woodcutter thought, what the human form could
accomplish when motivated by feer.

"Thereisbut one solution to our present situation,” the leader called to
his brigand troops. "We shdl have acounsd!"

"What isacounsd?' Ali Baba asked of ho onein particular.



"Why do you haveto ask?' answered an older man who the
woodcuitter realized was Number Twelve, once known asHarun d
Raschid. "Ah. Y ou are one of our new recruits. It ismost prudent that
you have managed to grow abeard. It did, however, take me aminute
to recognize you with your new facid hair.”

Ali Babafully agreed that it would be difficult to discern histrue
identity, for, surrounded by so many with virtualy identical beards and
clothing, he, too, found it nearly impossible to recognize those among
the thieves whom he had so recently learned to know asindividuas.

"But you asked after these counsdls,”" Number Twelve continued in the
way of the elderly and wise. ' "That isthe time that our leader invites
suggestions and even modest criticism from hisunderlingswith the
understanding that such suggestionswill not result in sudden desth, or,
in point of fact, even seriousmaiming.”

Number Twelve leaned closer and said in an even lower voice, "Still, it
is best not to speak-ever. | did not grow to be one of the oldest among
the thieves by taking foolish chances. There may not be any purposeful
swordplay during the course of what is about to transpire, but it is
amazing how often after these counsdls certain outspoken thieves meet
with unfortunate accidents.”

"Unfortunate accidents?' Ali Babawas struck by this man'shonesty. "'Is
life among the thieves, then, always so perilous?’

"It doeswear upon you, more and more with every passing day.” The
older thief Sghed with that. "1 was not dwayslikethis" he said, and the
pain of hischange was evident in his every word. "Once | waslight of
heart, and told clever stories about the foibles of men and beasts.”

The woodcutter could not imagine that this dire man had ever had a
happy thought in hislifetime. Would Ali Babastime among these
thieves change him as profoundly?



Another of the thieves had produced asmdl gong, and beat upon it
with theflat of adagger. "It istimefor the counsd!" he cdled, although
he had some trouble with the s sound, whistling more than spesking i,
snce he was missng most of histeeth.

"That is Number Two," the man whose name was once Harun
explained. "Be careful to show him deference.”

"Counsd timel" Number Two cdled.

Ali Babathought he understood. "Heis so high among the thieves
because he dispenses wisdom?'

"Few thieves dispense wisdom," Harun said blegkly. "But thereis
another of our chieftain's many rules: If your number islessthan ten,
you may have someonekilled in your place. For thisreason, it is best
not to anger-it is even better not to even talk with-the lower-numbered
thieves"

"Timefor the counsdl!" Number Two remarked to accompany his
gonging.

Ali Babaturned away from his grim advisor. Every moment among this
ignoble band brought him anew unpleasantness. But, despite the older

man's warnings to avoid undue conversation, there were still many
guestions the woodcutter would like to have answered.

"Counsdl commencing immediatedy!" the second thief added.

Ali Baba determined to ask one such question adoud: "Then your
chieftain has no way to discipline those among the upper echelons?'

"Ready yoursavesfor the counsdl!" Number Two cdled ashe
redoubled hisgonging.



Instead of an answer to Ali Babasinquiry, Number Twelve pointed to
their chieftain.

"That isfar too much banging!" Thief Number One declared as he
glared angrily at the fellow with the gong.

Thief Number Two alowed both gong and dagger to fdl from his numb
fingers as he looked upon hisleader in utmost horror.

"Another tooth?" was hisample yet terrified question.
"Another tooth!" the chieftain commanded.

"Hand me arock,” hisunderling replied with an air of resignation, "and
it shall be donel™

Their chieftain nodded pleasantly, pleased with the way the men
obeyed hisauthority. "The counsd beging"

No one spoke immediately, disquieted, perhaps, with the sound of the
man atempting to didodge his own bicuspid.

"How much gold have we gained?' Thief Number One asked ashe
turned to another of their band, athin man with aprominent nose.

"That was my traveling companion,” someonewhispered in Ali Baba's
ear. He glanced over to see it was Achmed, also known as Number
Twenty-eight, who pointed to the thief their leader had singled ot.
Thethief with the prominent nose who was once Achmed's traveling
companion picked up the small sack of gold and took but an ingtant to
glanceingde.

"One hundred and twenty-seven dinars,” was hisimmediate answer.

All traces of aamileleft the bandit chieftain'sface. "That isdl? At this



rate, we will be bankrupt from expenses done. There will haveto be
some changes made!" He looked out at his assembled thieves. "I need
some suggestions that will gain us some gold, and | need them now!™

Thief Number One spent amoment to scratch deeply at the whiskers
upon his chin. "Who have we not heard from of late?' The scraiching
hand shot out to point at one of their band. "Number Twenty-two!"

All facesturned to one smallish thief who was standing toward the left
of the group.

"Urn," Thief Number Twenty-two began as he shifted hisweight from
onefoot to the other. "Er. Let'ssee. That is-"

"Y our opportunity has expired!" The leader of the thieves snapped his
fingers, and men in black to either sde of Number Twenty-two
grabbed him and began to drag him away. Certain other thieves drew
their swords and followed.

"When we have acounsd, you are alowed to speak,” Harun said close
by the ear of Ali Baba. "The onething you are not alowed to do is not

"Careful there," Thief Number One called to the others. "Do not kill him
completely. We need to maintain our ideal numbers, at least for the
timebeng."

The chieftain frowned at the others. "But we have made no progress
toward gold. Someone must be able to make a suggestion, before |
lose my patience.” He pointed straight at Ali Baba. "Y ou! Number
Thirty-nine! Y ou are so good at growing a beard, surely you must have
some worthwhile recommendations.”

Ali Babasthroat fet asthough it had encountered a sandstorm rising
from his ssomach. He had to come up with an immediate suggestion, or
he would end up as amost dead as Number Twenty-two. But what did



he, a poor woodcutter, know about the accumulation of gold? The only
time he had witnessed any great deal of money, savefor that inthe
cave, wasin the marketplace, and that was only at a greet distance,
among those wedlthier merchants who never stooped to deal with poor
woodcutters.

Wealthy merchants, too lofty for poor woodcutters? Of, course, for
gold there was aways the marketplace!

"Thisisacity," Ali Babasaid asquickly ashewasdble. "Thereare
caravansariving every day."

Thief Number One did not react with any particular emotion to this
news. "We are busy thieves. We do not enjoy waiting."

"Often there are more than one," Ali Baba added hastily, even though
he was not certain thiswas the case. "On agood day, you can find
dozend"

At this, the bandit leader smiled. "Dozens of caravans, laden with gold?
That soundslike ajob for theforty thieves" He pulled his scimitar from
hisbelt and brandished it inthe air. "The counsd isfinished. Lead us,
Number Thirty-nine, and we shal plunder!"

What else might ahumble woodcutter do? Ali Baba turned about and
ran toward the marketplace. He trusted there would be acaravan in the
vicinity. If not, well, perhaps becoming almost dead was not quite as
bad as Ali Babamight imagine.

Still, heredly imagined it was even worse.



Chapter the Thirteenth,
in which we see that the future is sometimes planned,
and sometimes simply occurs.

The thieves approached the marketplace from the west. Ali Babaran
on before them on foot, followed by thirty-odd mounted horsemen, and
his brother's basket strapped upon another horse's saddle. With every
step hetook, he began to doubt the wisdom of his advice to the leader
of the band. What if there was nothing resembling acaravan at the
marketplace before them?What if there were no morein that group of
gdls but the buyers and sdllers of vegetables? The woodcutter had
aready seen banditslose fingers and teeth for the dightest affrontsto
their chieftain. What might Ali Babaloseif he could not produce that
gold which Thief Number One so feverishly desired?

Heturned the fina corner that led to the market square, and saw, at the
eastern gpproach, agroup of men dowly advancing astride camels; a
large enough group, no matter what their true purpose, to serveasa
caravan. Ali Babawould dways have adifficult time expressng how
overwhelmingly happy this sight had made him, except perhapsto recall
that thiswasthe first time he ever felt the dightest desire to kissacamdl.

"Look!" he called to those who followed. "The very thing that |
foretold!”

And with that, thieves and horses galloped past him, so thet the air was
filled with great clouds of dust and thundering hooves, shrieks of
triumph and screams of fear.

By thetime the dust had cleared, the caravan, if caravanit truly was,
had been defeated. At the very least, al those men who had previoudy
ridden camels were now prostrate upon the ground, begging for their
very lives asthe gloating thieves stood above them.

"We havetriumphed!" onethief announced, pointing his scimitar at the
pronetravelers.



"We have booty!" another caled, holding up two large sacks heavy
with some quantity or other.

"Mostly, we have vegetables!" athird added, reaching into another of
those sacks and pulling out something large and green.

"What are you saying?' cried their leader, who il surveyed their
triumph from atop his horse. "Isthere no gold?’

"No, thereisacertain quantity of gold," replied one of the thieves | eft
holding the sacks as he looked within his bag. "But there is no denying
we have aso captured alarge quantity of tubular vegetables.”

Their chieftain frowned e this. "Areyou certain?"

The thief who pulled forth the large bulbous object glanced down
whereit dill sat in hishand. "It must be avegetable.”

"How can you tell?" asked one of hisfdlows, obvioudy ill versedinthe
ways of agriculture.

"For onething," thefirst one replied reasonably, "it has no legs."
A number of thieves nodded at the wisdom of this.
"A tubular vegetable?' their leader demanded. "Isthat al you can find?'

"Wdl," said that thief who had first explored hisbag, "There are green
ones and orange ones.”

"What good are vegetables?' their leader remarked as his face began
to turn amost unpleasant color.

Ali Baba, who felt more than distantly responsible for this present turn
of events, and who further continued to fret about the potential sudden



loss of hisown extremities, perceived that it wastimeto do alittle
judtification of what now lay before them.

"We might aways eat them," he therefore mentioned.

"Who among us can cook?' one of the other fellowsin black asked.
"Weared| thieved"

"But enough of vegetabled!" their chieftain demanded. "What of the
gold?”

"Oh, thereisacertain amount of gold,” the fellow with the prominent
nose remarked as he held up an exceedingly small pouch. " Seventeen
dinars”

"That isal?' Thief Number One remarked, aquaver in hisvoice that
might put certain earthquakesto shame.

"Have mercy upon us, O fearsomethieves!” caled the leader of the
caravan, dthough hisface was il pressed into the dirt. "Wedid
indeed once transport great quantities of gold and jewels, until thieves
in the desart golethem dl. Time &fter time, welost our valuablesin
such away that there was no longer any gold to be used for commerce,
and we were forced to barter in vegetables. Alas, we can no longer
trangport what we do not have!™

"That isit, then?' The chieftain spokein little more than awhisper. "We
have been too successful?* For thefirgt time, Ali Babathought he saw
fear upon the face of Thief Number One. "How, then, can we possibly
pursue our livelihood?!

The woodcutter had never seen the bandit leader so distraught. He was

quite certain he would be losing some fairly mgor body part in short
order.

But ingtead of ordering Ali Babato cut himsdlf indiscriminately, Thief



Number Oneturned hisire back to the men upon the ground.

"Come, my thieves" he called to hisvillainous minions. "Examine these
wretches more closealy, to see any secret places they might have within
their clothes or bodies.”

A modest amount of ripping away of clothes and prodding with swords
quickly produced a handful of coins and rings and even asemiprecious
stone or two.

"Thatisal?" Thief Number Onecaledin dishdief. "Thereisagrim fact
that we must face, O my thieves" His scimitar pointed toward the man
who had caled for mercy. "Perhaps this son of an unmarried dogis
right, and we have aready collected dmogt dl the gold that existsin this
redm.”

This seemed such aserioustopic to their leader that Ali Babas
transgression was gpparently forgotten. In fact, with the consternation
and argument now taking place among the thieves, even the woodcutter
seemed to be forgotten.

"Timefor acounsd!" Thief Number One exclamed.
"A counsdl!" the other thieves murmured in agreement.

And, as he thought upon it, why wouldn't the woodcutter be forgotten?
Now that he had abeard, Ali Babaredized, he was an equal among
thieves, and no one appeared to be paying him any atention
whatsoever.

"A thief without booty isaman without purpose!" Thief Number One
announced. Many of his brigands nodded their headsin surly
agreement.

Ali Babanow stood at hislocal marketplace, only afew blocksfrom
hishome. A few casud steps away, and he would never have to worry



about losing body parts again. This nightmare could be over forever.
"I have athought,” the man who was Achmed's friend suggested.

"Speak, O greatest of my thievesat handling adinar,” their leader
encouraged.

"What if we gave some of it back?' the other thief asked.

Ali Babatook apair of stepsaway from the center of this commotion.
No one appeared to take notice.

"You are taking about the gold?"' the brigand chief replied darkly.
"There are certain thoughts that one should not even mentionin
counsd! Itisalmogt timefor certain thievesto have an accident!™

"Hear me out!" the other man said with an undoubtedly foolhardy
boldness. "We wouldn't giveit back for very long. Werather lend it to
them, so that it might multiply in the presence of their other riches. And,
at the moment they join it to their other wealth, no matter how cleverly
hidden, wewill strike!”

Then the woodcutter might possibly escape? His thoughts turned briefly
to the rescue of Kassm. But, the woodcutter reasoned, his brother
could no longer lead anorma lifein his present condition. Perhaps,
indeed, he would think less about hismisery if heled alife of adventure.

Thief Number One had paused to think about this most recent
proposd. "Then you are saying, Number Twenty-seven, that we would
not realy give these riches back to these fools.”

"No, no, not permanently, by any means," Achmed'sfriend, Number
Twenty-seven, replied with great assurance. "Wewould indeed give
only for solong asit took before we could sted it back!™

"Therefore, we manageto retain dl the gold within our kingdom, and



gill ply our trade with some regularity,” mused Thief Number One,
quite pleased with the possibilities. "'l foresee but asingle difficulty. It
cannot even be hinted that we are giving back gold to honest citizens.
Think what such arumor would do to our reputation among cutthroats
and néer-do-wells!"

Ali Baba pushed himsdlf gently to the back of the cluster of thieves.

"Oh, there should be no such rumors, nothing so smple asthat,”
Number Twenty-seven explained. "From the very firgt, dl shal redize
that thisis, of course, apart of agreater plan.”

"A greater plan?’ their leader asked in fascination.

"The Greater Caravan Redigtribution Program,” the other thief
explained. "Y es, we give these travelers alittle gold. Then we swoop
down upon them and redistribute that gold, plus whatever other goods
they may carry, to ourseves."

The chieftain appeared to have afind doubt. "We wouldn't haveto go
back into the cave, would we?'

"Certainly not,” Number Twenty-seven replied. "We need only work
withthegoldin hand."

"Sheer genius," the chieftain declared. "May no accident occur to this
finethief for ahundred yeard" He paused to chew upon aragged and
filthy fingernail. "But how do we proceed? Still, | think thereisyet gold
to be had in theimmediate vicinity."

All the thieves were before Ali Babanow. No one would even think to
stop him if he ran back to his household. Once under the protection of
the fagt-talking Marjanah, he might be forever beyond the grasp of this
ignoble band!

So Ali Babaran. And, to his amazement, he heard no pursuit. Up one



street and down another he sped, until he had reached his inadequate
gate, which, in his absence, had been reconstructed, and was now
closed and no doubt bolted.

He banged upon the wood, which was of amore sturdy construction
(and therefore far less inadequate) than the gate he had erected here
before.

"Marjanah," he cdled, "open thisgate immediately!"

And the gate opened.

"Who areyou?' Marjanah demanded.

"Where are your eyes, girl?" Ali Babademanded. "It isl, your master!”

But thisanswer did not please the young woman. " Though my master
has many taents, growing abeard is not one of them.”

The gate dammed shut again, and Ali Baba could hear the distinct
sound of abolt being thrown back into place.

Thiswas as disastrous, Ali Baba thought, as a sandstorm followed by a
flood. His new appearance had temporarily confounded hisdave. But if
he did not quickly remove himsdf from the street, others of his
gppearance might again make hislife extremely difficult. But how was
heto leavethis street if this gate was locked before him?

It was then that Ali Babaremembered there was more than one way to
open away that had been closed to him.

"Open, Sesame!" he declared.
The gate opened.

Marjanah glared at him from the other sde. "How did you do that? As



if I had any doubt about your true nature!™ In her hand,

Marjanah brandished avery familiar haichet. "We know the ways of
thieved"

The gate dammed with aresounding crash.

Thiswasto be the woodcutter's fate, then. Marjanah could not know
him, for she had never seen him with abeard. Fickle, then, wasthe
hand of Degtiny! This beard, which had saved hislife but amoment
before, had now left him homeless.

How, indeed, could his day become any worse?

"Ah!" camethe dl-too-familiar voice of Thief Number One. "One of
our number hasfound alikely hiding place for gold!"



Chapter the Fourteenth,
in which things most decidedly and definitely
become worse.

Ali Baba spun away from the door. "Gold?" he said in avoice of great
incredulity. "Why would there be gold in such ahumble dwelling as
this?"

Thief Number One smiled pleasantly at thisfalsehood, while the thieves
ranked behind him laughed most pleasantly.

"Itistrue" the bandit chieftain remarked, "thislookslike the least likely
spot where one might find riches. But as the wise man says, even
jewels may be covered by a coating of bat guano.”

Ali Babahad visons of many logt extremities, not to mention certain
areas beneath his kitchen which would soon be emptied of their
newfound tressure.

"We are very happy you are so concerned asto help usto increase our
riches," the bandit leader continued smoothly. "It was unfortunate that
you neglected to tell us where you wished to lead us. Lucky are we that
your brother in the basket aso knew the way."

"Yes, it was my brother who was responsible for my present
condition." Kassim's smug voice originated from that wicker basket that
was now placed by the chieftain'sright sde."But, say, did you know
that there was ablind tailor in this neighborhood?'

The |leader of the thieves seemed to hold very littleinterest in blind
tailors a the moment. He instead continued to address Ali Baba. "Y our
most recent actions place your loyaty somewhat in question.” He
paused to alow thereturn of hiswicked smile. "However, al questions
shall be removed once we receive asufficient quantity of gold.”

"Yed" Kassm'svoice came somewhat feverishly from within his



basket. "I know exactly where the gold is! Put me back together, and |
promise to show you vast quantities of gold!"

But that most recent threat from Thief Number One did naught but give
the woodcutter a certain grim resolve. He would not give up the gold. If
he were soon to be dead, at least he would not be dead and poor.

But resolutions mean nothing if they are not followed by action. Al
Baba knew he would have to devise some hurried explanations or he
would experience avery hollow kitchen floor.

"Y ou can seefrom this pitiful gate," he said as he beet his hand against
the assembled scrap wood, "that what lies beyond must be totally
inggnificant.”

"Very wel, we shdl ingpect this Stuation further.” The chieftain pointed
to another of their number. "Number Twenty-eight. Climb to the top of
that fence. What do you see?"

The thief who was once called Achmed did as he was instructed,
clambering up the rough-hewn fence as surdly ashe might climb a
ladder. He surveyed the yard beyond for amoment before hereplied, *
Thereis naught here within view but abucket with alargeholeand a
one-legged chicken."

"That bad?" Thief Number One asked in surprise. "No onewho had
any money whatsoever would make do with such possessions as these.
Perhaps Thief Number Thirty-nine speaksthetruth.”

"A thief spesking the truth?' one of their number, aman of even darker
complexion than those about him, remarked in awe. He paused to
regard Ali Babawith a certain speculation upon his countenance.

"Heisnew to our ranks," answered the thief who had once been
known as Aladdin. "We mugt give him timeto learn our ways."



"Asyou say." And with that, the darker thief turned away.

"Wait!" Achmed cdled from his position upon thefence. "Thereis
more! | now see ayoung woman with ahatchet.”

"That isal?" their chieftain asked after amoment's pause.

"Well," Achmed replied after another slence, "sheisactudly avery
atractive woman."

"I tdll you," Kassm called out excitedly, asif in fear of losing the other's
atention, "heishiding thegold"

But with that remark, resolve redoubled within Ali Baba; aresolve that
had become even stronger than his fedings toward his extended family.

"Did it ever occur to you," the woodcutter therefore said to the
assembled thieves, "that this man might be sending you on apointless
search of my property to protect something of hisown?

Helooked meaningfully down the avenue toward the much more
elaborate and fortified gate that adorned the household of Kassim.

A smilereturned to the face of the bandit leader. "These are the first
words | have heard that might hold agrain of truth."

"Thereismore!” Achmed caled from hislookout. "Her hatchet is
rapidly approaching my face." He leapt backward to the ground as
something hit the fence with aloud thump.

"So sheisnot only beautiful but awoman with spirit?" mused their
leader. "1 tell you, there are more richesin the world than gold.”

"But gold iswhat you want!" Kassm interjected in that same
overexcited tone, aware perhaps that his case was already lost. " Sew
me up, and your hands shal befull of it!"



"Who are you going to believe," Ali Babaremarked coally, for he
believed he now had the upper hand, " afull-bearded thief or ahead in
abasket?’

"Y ou make apersuadve point,” the brigand chieftain agreed. "Thereis
but one way to determine truth or falsehood.” He clapped hishands as
he turned to the others. "Thieves! Open both these households!”

Half adozen of the bandits stepped forward to the inadequate gate of
Ali Baba, while the rest of the despicable band trotted up the street to
Kassm's abode.

It amazes me yet, but what happened next occurred in aslittletime asit
might take me to complete only asimple sentence. Ali Babas deficient
gate was removed with asimple push by ahaf dozen hands, while
Kassm'sentry way resisted for afew secondslonger, necessitating the
judicious use of axes and clubs.

The many thievesimmediately disgppeared within their respective
destinations. Ali Babathought about following those bandits who had
entered his own abode, but was discouraged by the scimitar that Thief
Number One currently held againgt hisrib cage. Kassm, for his part,
made aseries of high, incoherent noises, asif only now was hefeding
the true pain of being divided into Six portions.

"Thereisno need for either of you to move," the bandit chieftain
reassured them with far too gleeful ademeanor. "Whatever you wish to
see again within these households shall, | assure you both, be brought
out before you in no time whatsoever."

Kassm raved and ranted, repeatedly asking why the leader of the
thieveswould trest him so, and furthermore, if whatever smal richeshe
might hold were to be taken, the least the thieves could do isresew
Kassm by way of recompense. Ali Babaremembered the great
resolve he had felt only amoment before, then looked down &t the



sword poking his robes and remembered where that resolve had gone.

But the woodcuitter did not have long to reminisce, for aready thieves
were emerging from the ruined gate of Kassm's household, carting
forth large and ogtentati ous objects made of gold and precious stones
of the sort that Kassm and hiswife generdly favored.

"Thisisbut afraction of thericheswe havefound insde!" thefirst of the
thieves said with great enthusiasm. "Reflecting pools set with pearld
Forma gardenswith golden pathways! Gem-encrusted statues!
Treasure-laden outbuildings! The placeisriddled with riches!™

"So you would show us gold?' the leader said approvingly to Kassm.

Kassm could but reply with aclearing of histhroat: "Well, thereis, of
course, that gold." Considering the present state of hishead, Ali Baba
was surprised that his brother had athroat to clear.

And still did thieves emerge from the brothel worker's etate, carrying
objects of ever greater Size and value. Thiswhole procession gave the
first thief some pause. "1 have been ingde that household. Now that you
make mention of these things, and | see many of them brought before
me, | recdl thislocation." He paused to shiver in away that did not
appear to be voluntary. "There was a certain femae dave that
perplexed me so greatly when | visited the home next door, my mind
shies away from the entire sequence of events.”

Thelast of the thieves emerged from Kassim's residence, pulling with
them Kassm's exceedingly beautiful wife and five of her maidservants.

"And aren't you the pretty one?' Thief Number One remarked of
Kassm'swifewith hisvery best leer. "'l shdl seethat you get the most
specid of trestments.”

Kassm'swife, poor, frightened creature that she was, did her best to
smile through these very worst of circumstances and to say, bravely,



"Then let it be known that | expect no lessthan the very best.”

The bandit chieftain roared at that. "The best you shal have! But what
of the treasures of the other household?"

A pair of thieves emerged from Ali Baba's poor residence, but, to the
woodcutter's great relief, they carried nothing between them.

"Thereis nothing within but wood," the first of them announced. "And
much of that isof an exceedingly inferior variety."

Were Ali Babanot so worried about the fate of his household and the
gold therein, he might have taken offense & merethieves criticizing his
woodcuitting prowess.

"We considered taking some of the nicer pieces," the second thief
admitted, "but al our extrasacks are dready filled with vegetables.”

"Our search of the house was not entirely without success, however,"
thefirg of thetwo added with agrin that Ali Babadid not carefor in
the dightest.

The woodcutter found that he could no longer breathe. Now that they
had had their little jest, would they then bring out his gold?

But instead of what poor Ali Baba expected, the remaining four bandits
came out in pairs, each pair escorting one of the household'stwo
women.

"You!" Marjanah cdled defiantly when her gaze fell upon the leeder of
thethieves.

"You!" theleader of thethieves cried in shock ashisgazein turn fell
upon her.

"Thisisthe young woman | had previoudy mentioned,” Achmed said as



he guided Marjanah by her left elbow. "Is she not of aspecia quaity?’

"Sheis, indeed, avery dtractive young cregture,” the chieftain said with
some distaste. "However, should we decide to sall her, we may haveto
cut out her tongue.”

"Sdl her?' was Achmed's somewhat startled reply.

"Well, notimmediatedly,” Thief Number One dlowed. "A maiden as
lovely asthisisdestined firgt for the Pdace of Beautiful Women."

At that, dl the bandits cheered. Ali Babafound his breathing impaired
al over again. The Pdlace of Beautiful WWomen sounded asthough it
might not be the most wholesome of places. What had he done? His
gold might still be safe, but the two most favored women in the world
had been placed in mortal jeopardy!

"Oh, woe!" hiswife cried as she was brought forward. "We areto be
taken away by horrible banditsl”

"See?' the bandit chieftain said to Marjanah.’ "Thisis more the sort of
respectful fear we expect of our captives”

"Oh, woe!" Ali Babaswife further remarked as shefell to her knees.
"We shdl never see our pitifully humble home again!™

The chieftain looked on with gpproval. "Groveling, thetearing of har,
and the rending of garments, al these are elements of the proper

misay.

"Oh, woe!" she continued, her voice rising as she gained confidence.
"Never again shal | degp under my leaky and inadequate roof."

"Of course," the leader added as his smile became the dightest bit
severe, "thereisalimit to even the best of things."



But Ali Baba'swife had not yet reached alimit of her own. "Oh, woe!
Never again shdl | attempt to somehow carry water from placeto
place in abucket that sportsalarge hole!™

"O chieftain!" one of the subsidiary thievesinterrupted, to hisleader's
gregtly evident rdief. "Wewill haveto leave some of the vegetables
behind. We have not enough rope for both the foodstuffs and the
women."

"Very well," the chieftain said loudly, doing hisbest to ignore the
woman's ever-increasing wail. "Have it done quickly. | am eager to be
on my way. We have agreat distance’-he grimaced at the thought-"to
travel before we reach the Palace of Beautiful WWomen, and of course-"
He paused again, and when next he spoke, his voice was softer, and
seemed tinged with dread. " The enchanted cavern.”

"Oh, woe!" Ali Babaswife continued with even greater exuberance.
Even the woodcutter had to admit that thiswas one of her best wailing
performances ever. "Never to see again the city of my birth, to visit the
same lice-infested watering hole, to throw the evening dops over the
back fencel"

The chieftain paused in his preparation. "That is quite enough!™ he
demanded.

But Ali Babaknew from experience that nothing might stop her now.
"Oh, woel" shefurther caterwauled. "Never again will | haveto suffer
the sweet indignity of owning achicken with but oneleg!”

"1 will do horrible damage to you with asword!" the leader threstened
as he suggestively grabbed the hilt of his scimitar.

"Oh, woe!" shereplied. "Hewill do horrible damage to me with-"

The chieftain removed hisfist from his sword so that he might better
wring hishands. "That isit! Leave her behind. The rope will be better



used for the vegetables. After dl, we haveto eat!”

"Oh, woe!" the woodcutter's wife moaned. "They areleaving me
behind and using the rope for-"

"Throw her back insgde her courtyard and shut what isleft of the gate
behind her," the leader screamed asheraised hisfisgtsto histemples. "l
can bear no more!™

"Oh, woel" Ali Baba'swife continued. "l am to be thrown back into the
courtyard-"

A pair of thieves quickly did what their master bade them before the
woman could wall further.

At leadt, then, Ali Babathought, hiswife would be spared. 1t was good
that these thieves did not know the woman in the same way the
woodcutter did, or they would redizethat her fretful wailing was one of
her most endearing traits. Now, though, shewould live, and someone
at least could spend the great quantity of hidden gold. It was a pity,
though, that he would never be able to partake in that pleasure.

But, while Ali Babawould suffer in silence, Marjanah would not. "Do
you think yoursdlf so high and powerful, then," she said of the leader of
this fearsome band, "that you control thelife of individuas at your
whim?'

"I command more than life, wretch of awoman!" the bandit chief

replied regdly. "l dso command degth!”

"Yes," Marjanah replied with the dightest of amiles, "it doestake such a
great command of philosophy to hold asword. Or perhaps you would
be more comfortable conversing further on the nature of gates?’

The bandit chieftain did but stare at her for along moment, athough his
face during this period turned to anumber of colors other than that



which was the most naturd.

The woodcutter could see where this confrontation would lead. Firs,
he was deprived of hiswife's company, and, amoment hence, he
would be deprived of Marjanah's existence. Ali Baba could no longer
help himsdlf, and thus|et out anoise of quiet desperation.

But with that, the young dave turned to him with alook of surpriseand
wonder.

"Magter?' Marjanah asked. "Isit, then, redly and truly you?"

"Yes, itis, my dear girl," Ali Babasaid with asmile, for she had sartled
him from his desperation. "Whet led you at last to recognize me?"

Shereplied asfollows: "I have served you through hard times and even
harder times." That wasindeed agood description of hislife. "l would
know your whimper anywhere."

"We have no moretime for names or past lived"” the chieftain called,
now that he had again collected histhoughts. "We are dl thieves,
forevermore! Tie the women together, so that we can lead them behind
the horses!" At that, the bandit leader laughed at his mastery over the
helplessfemaes. "No one can stand against our strength!™

But even now, the dave of Ali Babawould not remain sllent. She said
instead, "Y our trestment of these women most assuredly shows me
how strong you are!™ She showed him adefiant smile. " Should you
master us as easily asyou master gates, then | truly believe that we are
al freetogo!"

Every remark Marjanah made seemed to make the chieftain more
furious than he had been before. ™Y our tongue may be removed soon
rather than late!" he said when he somehow managed to control his
severe shaking. "1 am not exactly certain that, in your case, it would
diminish your valuel" He waved dismissvely at Achmed as he mounted



hisstdlion. "Place her a the end of theline so that | might have aslittle
contact with her aspossible!”

Achmed pulled the defiant dave girl away from the leader with
surprising gentleness. Kassm made afind pleafor avigttoablind
tailor as his basket was once again strapped to ahorse, but his
entresties met with the same lack of result ashad al of the
woodcutter's previoudy held hopes and plans.

Ali Babahad to admit, for thefirst timein hislife, that virtudly
everything was going truly, fully, entirdly badly.



BOOK THE SECOND:
being
ALADDIN'SSTORY



Chapter the Fifteenth, in which an entirely different story
threatens to intrude.

The next few hours were but ablur to the woodcutter.

Another of the thieves came to him and gave him ahorse. That much he
remembered. He must have mounted that horse aswell, for he found
himsdlf riding in the midst of the pack of black-clothed men, those same
black robesthat he himsdlf wore. He heard nothing but the pounding
hooves of horses, and the occasiona hoarse shout that rose above the

gdlop.

Somewhere behind him were the town of his birth, the woman he had
married, and the inadequate dwelling that now contained vast quantities
of gold. He could not worry about any of these, for he would never see
them again.

He had more concern for Marjanah, and, yes, he had to admit it, the
wife of Kassm. They were to be taken to the Palace of Beautiful
Women, by order of thisignoble band's despicable chieftain. And while
the thief who had once been awoodcutter had no idea of thetrue
nature of this place, still, when he considered the cdliber of the men
who would supply such adwelling, Ali Baba could make some guesses
asto theindtitution's true nature. Except for the fact that he remained in
Sx pieces, Kassm, no doubt, would fed immediately at homein such a
place. Ah, wdll, Ali Baba mused, perhapsthere were blind tailorsin the
vicinity of the Pdace of Beautiful Women aswell.

But his ruminations were interrupted as the horses dowed.

"Have we reached our destination?" he asked of the thief once named
Aladdin, who now rode upon the woodcutter's right-hand side.

"No, thereis gill ahaf day'sride before us" wasthe thief sreply. "We
must have reached some sort of distraction.”



"Pardon?" Ali Baba asked of that, for he could not grasp Aladdin's
precise meaning.

Achmed, who rode upon the left-hand side of the woodcutter, choseto
answer his confusion. "Our madter, the chieftain of dl thethieves isan
individud of asinglemind. If he saysthat we will ride to such and such
aplace, wewill ride there, no matter what the time or distance or
difficulty of intervening terrain, until we arrive. There are but two
exceptionsto this rule. One occurs at those moments when our band
unexpectedly meetswith acaravan.”

"Thereisdwaystimeto stop and stedl," Aladdin agreed.

"Of course" Achmed added, "it hardly seemsworth stopping for
caravans these days, seeing the amount of monetary return. Perhaps
thiswill bethefirgt lot to experience our Caravan Redistribution
Program.

"But we stop for more than caravans,” Achmed continued. "The other
contingency occurs when we face asituation of sufficient danger.”

"A danger in which we might lose too many thieves" Aladdin further
explained before Ali Baba could ask. "Oh, as| am sure you have
noticed, we will often lose athief or two in the course of anorma
afternoon. But, should the situation threaten to cost us morethan a
dozen or so of our band, well, even our chieftain sometimes realizes
that it does take time to replace thieves."

"Although not redlly that great atime," Achmed contradicted. "The
requirements for entrance areredlly very basic." Heleaned over and
patted the top of the basket that rode atop the next horse over in the
crowd. "And they are getting lower al thetime."

"Y ou wouldn't treat me s0," Kassm replied with a certain amount of
petulance, "if | had had a chance to be sawn back together!"



"But ill," even Achmed admitted, "the moretimethat is spent in
recruiting, the lesstime thereisfor gold.”

"Itistheforcethat drivesal our actions,” Aladdin added, and &t least in
this, the two seasoned thieves were in agreement. "Or, in this case,
sopsusin our drive.”

Thethief once called Harun now pulled his horse pardld to the others.
"l seeno caravan,” was hisonly comment.

The cdls came from ahead. " Sandstorm! Dismount! Take cover! A
sandstorm iscoming.”

"Wewill havetimeto rest,” Harun said to the others.
"Wewill havetimeto hide from the e ements," Aladdin agreed.

"Wewill havetimeto get sand blown into our eyes and swept down
our throats," Achmed further commented.

But the woodcutter could not immediately share the concern of the
others. "Sandstorm?" Ali Baba asked in some confusion. "The sky
above us seems not to contain asingle cloud.”

"No," Harun explained. "Thereis no question of what isto come. Itis
something that you shdl learn, should you survive within our band for a
great enough time, for there are those thieves among uswho have
certain extraordinary abilities.”

"Well do | know that Thief Number Twelve speaksthetruth,” the
bandit once caled Achmed agreed. "As my master, who was once
known as Sinbad, isremarkably good at estimating al things monetary,
soisthisother thief, a particularly dark-skinned fellow, amazingly adept
at forecasting what will happen within the desert.”

Ali Babaremembered the man with the degp complexion, and the



intengity of hisgaze when it fell upon the woodcutter. With a gaze of
that sort, Ali Babaimagined this other man might know a grest many
things. He mentioned his concernsto hisimmediate companions.

"Hisactions are most peculiar,” Aladdin agreed with atroubled frown,
"and yet he seems somehow familiar. So much has changed in my life, it
is sometimes difficult to place faces and events.”

"When you are congtantly looking at thirty-nine other men with black
robes and long beards, everyonelooksfamiliar,” Achmed reassured his
fdlow.

"Perhapsyou are correct,” Aladdin replied as he turned hisfrowning
face up to the sky. "And yet, thisman, now that our new thief mentions
it-" He paused, gpparently with no further locade for histhoughtsto
travel. "If | but still retained my lamp!" He shook hisfigt a an uncaring
sky. "But that is usaless speculation. We must make oursalves reedy for
this changein the wegather."

A lamp? So Ali Baba heard again an indication that one of these men
might be the same asthose revered by storytellers! For why would a
man so regret theloss of areading lamp? Unless such alamp shone
with aparticularly clear light, he supposed. He frowned in much the
manner of thethief now caled Aladdin. Such speculation still produced
no result. He looked instead back to the sky, and noticed the first
tinges of black gathering at the horizon.

"Thisiswhy they have stopped us here," Harun commented as he rode
ondightly infront of the others. "Thereisagathering of boulders
immediately ahead, which will give us some comfort from the dements.”

Thiswas, the woodcutter redlized, the first time this band had moved
dowly enough so that he could actualy remark upon his surroundings.
They had now come to a place where the forests were behind them,
and they were surrounded by the sort of grasses and low shrubs that
indicated they were at the very edge of the desert. And, indeed, Ali



Baba could now seethefirg of the thievesleading their horsesdown a
low hill aheed, into the very collection of large rocks Harun had
mentioned.

Ali Baba had seen such formations of rock before. "Might there be
some caves down there aswe | ?'

"One never mentions caves when oneis near to our chieftain,” Achmed
warned quietly. "The first among thieves does not gppreciate caves.”

"But," Ali Babaobjected with acertain logic, "he kegpsdl hisriches
within acavern!”

"And that isthe precise reason,” Achmed agreed. "One cave has
soured our master againgt dl others.”

Ali Babaremembered how the other thieves had said previoudly that he
would never truly understand much of what motivated their band, for
there would seldom be sufficient time for explanations. Upon reflection,
that prediction seemed to be remarkably prescient.

"But come," Harun caled from ahead. "The storm is gathering force
aheed.”

"Thief Number Twelve did not rise to his exated position by taking
unnecessary chances," Achmed called to Ali Babaasthe youth hurried
ahead in such away asto indicate that, indeed, all might benefit from
the older man'sexample.

And with that, Ali Baba heard thefirst distant hints of thewind.

The others moved quickly then, and Ali Babadid hisbest to follow,
dismounting from hishorse and helping with agreet length of canvas
which the others strung between two boulders as protection from the
coming sand. Harun further instructed the woodcutter to take certain
lengths of fabric, and wet them and tie them about hisfaceto help



protect his mouth and eyes from the sand.

When they had finished what preparation they could, including the
laying of rugs and cushions upon the ground to increase their comfort,
and thejudicious placing of apair of lampsthat they might light when
the sandstorm cut off dl outsdeillumination,

Harun stepped from their newly constructed shelter to once again study
the sky.

"It will fill be afew minutes.” He turned to look upon their horses,
which had been tied behind the canvas enclosure to give them as much
protection from the wind as was possible. "Come, let ustake cover and
conversefor afew minutes while we await theworst of it."

Still was Ali Babanot content with hislabors, for he was concerned for
the welfare of Marjanah and the wife of Kassm.

"But what of the others?' he asked. "What of the women?"

"The otherswill fend as best they can,” Achmed replied. "But do not
worry for thewomen. They will bewith our chieftain, who will have
claimed the most protected corner of thisplace. As cardless asthe firgt
among thieves can be with his men, never would he jeopardize
someone destined for the Palace of Beautiful WWomen.”

Thus reassured (if only he knew the true nature of that palace!), the
woodcutter decided he would be best served by remaining within their
protected enclosure. He could hear the wind now as a constant
presence, ahigh, keening sound, asif composed of al the screams of
any who had ever died by the power of the gale.

"But we have moreto do than listen to thewind," Achmed said ashe
sat acrossfrom hisfellows. "We have apair of newcomers among us."
He nodded both to Ali Baba and the basket which contained Kassim.
"What better excuseto tdl the stories of our lives?”



All three of the senior thieves agreed immediately to such aplan. There
followed a brief period of haggling over which story was most worthy
to betold firgt, with Harun obliquely dluding to many jests of greet
complexity, and Achmed making tantalizing reference to Sinbad and the
many voyages. Thethief once known as Aladdin seemed strangely
slent during most of this exchange, and yet somehow it was determined
that there would be adrawing of lengths of grass, to be overseen by the
thief once caled Aladdin. Whoever drew the longest blade of grass
would bethe onetotdl histae.

Quickly, and apparently to no one's surprise, the winner of this contest
was Aladdin. Ali Babaglanced curioudy at the others, asif there might
have been some contrivance involved in this game of chance.

"Heis stronger than either of us," Achmed said to the woodcutter's
unasked question, "and would even win should thefight be far.”

"Not that we might not object,” Harun quickly added.

"Very quietly, however," Achmed added after awarning glance from
the sorytdler.

"This new thief among our ranks has asked questions that have
unsettled me," the man once caled Aladdin admitted as he sank down
among the pillows, "so that | fed | must examine my life, to see how
some part of my past might relate to my present condition, and perhaps

my destiny."
"No man may forecast hisown fate,” Harunwarned ashe sat ina
smilar postion.

"Although certain men may talk about it for dl eternity,” Achmed
agreed as he, too, settled to the ground. "But to the story, before the
sandstorm takes al our hearing.”



Ali Babadecided he had best join them, and so gathered together
aufficient of the pillowsthat remained to give him acomfortable
position, aswell asreserving apair of large and fluffy cushionsfor the
benefit of his brother, so that Kassm might have aproper perch for his
basket to rest upon.

"Very wdl," Aladdin replied when he saw that dl around him were
properly settled. "And | charge you to listen carefully to my every
word, for | somehow fed that this story may hold the answer to our
very faes, including the possibility of escape from thisignoble band.”

"Well, I'll givehimthis," Achmed said in quiet admiration and with the
most moderate of whistles. "Asagorytdler, heisgreat at beginnings.”

And, with thewind ever risng behind him, Aladdin began histae.



Chapter the Sixteenth,
in which are revealed some complicated tales and some even more
tailored complications.

"Know yethat | was not dwaysalowly thief," said the thief who had
once been cdled Aladdin, "but was, once upon adistant time, an
equally lowly urchin of the direets, dthough between these two
extremes, | found great fortune and lived for atime in a palace without
equd.”

"Asdid many of us" the one called Harun a Raschid was quick to add.

"If you listen to these stories for agreat enough period of time,”
Achmed agreed, "you'll hear of many palaceswithout equd. Itistruly
amazing the sort of placesthat thieves have oncelived.”

"Yes," Aladdin replied with rather less patience than he had shown
before, "but we are telling my story now, and | would thank you not to
gted the center of attention.”

"Asany good thief would," Achmed commented. "Stedling isthe reason
welive"

"So our leader would have usbdieve," Aladdin persevered. "But | have
not truly begun my tale.”

"My paacewas too without equd," Harun remarked with more than a
little petulance.

"The paace was not important,” Aladdin replied, "at least to the early
part of my tae."

"Paaces are dways of utmost importance,” Harun answered with an
intengity that Ali Babahad never seen before in the older bandit.

But intengity or no, Aladdin choseto ignoreit. "As| wassaying," he



began ingtead, "1 was athoughtlesslad of little more than adozen
years, who would spend hisdaysin amless pursuits as lads will, full of
innocent games of sand wrestling and kick thefez."

"How many minarets did you have?' Harun asked with a pronounced
sharpness.

"That isbesde the point,” the thief once called Aladdin remarked. "So
it wasthat | ignored the entregties of my hardworking father and
long-suffering mother to find myself an occupation. So unenthusiagtic
was | that my family could find no one who would accept me asan
apprentice, 0 my father took me into his own tailor shop, and
attempted to introduce meto the rudiments of his sewing craft.”

"Tailor?' Kassm's voice spoke up. So perhaps he had not dozed off,
after dl. "Did someone here say he wastrained asatailor?'

"Alas" Aladdin answered sadly, "the training did not take, for | was
much moreinterested in continuing with my childhood games. Soit was
that | frittered away day after day, month after month, year after year,
until my father took asudden illinessand died.”

"That's very touching, I'm sure," Kassm said in the sort of voice he

usudly used in dismissing Ali Baba Thetone of his speech changed,
however, with what he said next. "' Certainly, though, you must have

retained sometaloring skills™

"Well, | suppose | might be able to thread a needle under duress,”
Aladdin replied in avoice that indicated that sort of duresswas very
close at hand. "But with my father dead, my mother was forced to eke
out aliving doing the laundry of others, and even as her aged hands and
eyeshad to work from first light to thefall of night, only then could she
afford to buy acrust of stale bread and afew elderly vegetables barely
fit for the feeding of one's goats. And with that meager fare, she
somehow managed to feed not only hersalf but her thoughtless son as
wdl."



"Now that | have had timeto consder the possibilities of my person
being reconstructed,” Kassim continued, perhaps to Aladdin, perhaps
tonoonein particular, "I am convinced it isthe only way | shal havea
future" Ali Babaredized that it was very difficult to discern thetrue
nuances of a conversation when the one conversing had his head lost
deep within abasket.

Aladdin, however, would no longer be deterred from telling histale.
"But no one can foretell the hand of Destiny. Or at least none that
follow the path of righteousness. What, you may ask, do | mean by that
remark?'

"You may havelost apaace,” Harun responded to some other
guestion dtogether, "but | doubt that its minarets could comparein
number or in splendor to that palace without match that | lost!”

"Very wdl," Aladdin proceeded, gazing not at any of those who had
spoken but rather determinedly at a space some distance above our
collective heads. "1 shal answer no question, but forge straight ahead.
So it wasthat my hardworking mother and her neer-do-well son
received an unexpected visitor, who called himsdaf my uncle, and my
father's brother. And athough my father had never mentioned that he
had any brothersin his many years of marriage to my mother, and
athough, if you now look closdly, you may seethat | am of aChinese
heritage by the dant of my eye and the color of my skin, and the man
who claimed to be our relation seemed to be of adarker hue entirdly,
asif he shared his heritage with the Moors, till did we not turn him
away, for he showered gold, first upon me and then upon my mother,
and provided uswith many fine meals and further necessities of life that
my mother had lacked for since the death of my father.

"Sowhat if he looked nothing like my father, and in al other ways
acted asif he were atotd stranger to our lands and customs? With the
amount of gold he was dispensing, he was entitled to the benefit of the
doubt.



"But another wondrous thing occurred at this same remarkabletime, as
if you might wander through the greatest of deserts, and find not smply
one flower blooming in the midst of the wasteland, but two.

"The three members of this new family had had one meal together when
the uncle saw fit to reved hisidentity, and a second mea where that
uncletold that he had afurther reason for seeking so far for hisfamily,
beyond hislonging for areunion. And thisuncle said that hewould
reved thisreason a athird dinner, and therefore thisfind medl should
be arepast surpassing both the othersin magnitude and refinement. He
therefore showered both Aladdin and his mother with such aquantity of
gold that it made his earlier gifts seem like no more than motes of dust
inthe midst of a sandstorm.

"But | had mentioned the second miracul ous occurrence which was
even more wondrous to the lad than the sudden appearance of wedlth!
So it was that when the youth Aladdin took a portion of thisthird part
of the stranger's generosity, and went to fetch certain articlesfor an
even more sumptuous dinner than he, his mother, and the man who
claimed to be his uncle had had previoudy, he was hdted by a grest
commotion. And the young Aladdin was soon to discover that thiswas
far from an ordinary commotion.

" 'Beware!' called atrio of voices, far too loud to be so high in pitch.
Three enormous eunuchs, astal as one man sgquatting upon the
shoulders of asecond, and fully as broad in girth, marched past
Aladdin through the city center, and announced that al men must go
and shut themsalves within their homes, for the fair Princess Badabadur
wished to go for agtroll through the city square, and should any man
gaze upon her without permission, that indiscretion would result in his
instant degth.

"Inapanic that hislife might end dmost immediately after he had only
recently experienced hisvery first truly balanced and complete medls,
Aladdin rapidly sought some quarter where he might hide hisface from



the street. But, as Destiny would haveit, that particular avenue that he
now traversed was not a part of the public sector of stals and shops,
but was rather aresdentid quarter with private dwellings hidden behind
high walls. Where could the lad go when there was nothing but stone
barricades and barred gatesto either sde?

" 'Beware!' came the voices again. 'When we pass this way a second
time, we shal see no other living soul, or therr lives shal beforfeit!’

"Mayhaps, Aladdin thought, he could throw himself at one of those
barred gates, or find avineto climb over one of the fortress-high walls.
But there seemed to be no vegetation to speak of except for the
occasiond low bush, and the gates that the lad took thetimeto

examine featured many sharpened and unwel coming stakes among the
ornate metd grillework. There was no welcomefor astreet urchin
anywherein this quarter of the city.

"'Beware!" caled the voices, which once again grew closer. 'For our
swords are drawn, and cut to the heart before amortal man may make
asound!

"Oh, that hislifewould end so unfairly! For thefirst timein his
miserable existence, Aladdin wished he had pursued some more
worthwhile god in hislife than the neighborhood championship of kick
thefez.

"'Beware!' came the ever-closer warning. 'For our ears are keen, and
can hear the dightest breath of aman'sdesire!’

"Aladdin no longer looked for awall or gate to hide behind. He
searched wildly about for any objects whatsoever that might disguise
his presence.

" '‘Beware!l' came those voi ces that now sounded as though they o
riginated from about the closest street corner. 'For our eyes are clear
and sharp, and can follow the movements of agnat at fifty paces.



"It was a that instant that the youth's gaze fell upon arecessed area
immediately beyond the last gate in that particular row of dwellings.
And in the recesswere atrio of the low bushes common to this Street,
and further were there three great earthenware vessdls, of the sort used
to house those less fragrant remains of the household until such timeas
the daves could remove them to theriver.

"Aladdin dove behind the collected bushes and vessdls asthe high
voices caled out again.

" 'Beware!' the voices caled in unison. ‘Do not think to hide from us,
for no man may gaze upon the incredible beauty of Princess Badabadur
and not call out in wonder and desire!’

"And with that, Aladdin heard the great footfalls of the eunuchs upon
thedirt of the road. He clutched his hands above hiskneesand did his
best not to make the dightest motion, even pausing in the taking of
breath. And, as he became as silent as a stone, he heard the three tall
eunuchstak softly among themsdlves before they called out their next
warning.

"All isclear so far upon our vigilant watch,' said thefirgt of the three.
From a narrow vantage point between two of the earthenware jars,
Aladdin could seethat thisfirst one walked abit ahead of the other
two, asif that eunuch wasin command. 'We are the obedient servants
of our princesss every whim.'

"'| wish the princess would have fewer of these whims,' complained the
second of the three. 'My feet always hurt when we go on these
marches.’

" 'Would that | only had to worry about my feet,’ whined the third as
that eunuch clutched at its somach. 'l wasunwiseinwhat | ate at
noontime.’



"'ltistime,’ thefirst of thethree said smply. All threejoined to cdll,
'‘Beware! The Princess Badabadur walks among you!'

"As he hid from the eunuchs vengeance, Aladdin found another reason
not to breathe, for the earthen vessals close to his nose appeared to be
near to overflowing, and from their pronounced odor, they must be
degtined for the river in avery short order.

"But dl thoughts of odor-indeed, al thoughtsthat had ever flitted
through the young man's consciousness-fled in agngle ingant with the
next sight that reached Aladdin's eyes. For there wasagirl who was
dressed in robes the color of sunlight, and whose dightest smile might
put the warmth of the sun to shame. She did not walk, rather she
danced, and her dainty feet, clad in dipperslaced with gold, barely
seemed to touch the earth.

" 'Thisisarather boring street,’ she said with asigh, and the sadness of
her voice held the tone and beauty of the song of anightingale. 'No
shops or sdlsor other itemsto divert my attention.' But dl sadnessin
the world ended as she smiled again. 'Still, in dll, there are very fineand
sturdy wallsto either sde of thislane. And there are very ornate and
fearsome gates within these walls, are there not? And look over
yonder, at that fine collection of earthenware pottery and small bushes!'

"But that most recent utterance meant that this princess was gazing
sraight at the hiding place of Aladdin. That one so beautiful might
amost gaze on this poor unworthy child of the streets was more than
the youth could bear, and he flung asde al thoughts of large eunuchs
with swift and sharpened swords. He found his mouth open, and acry
came unbidden to hislips, muffled only by the rapid insertion of hisfist
into that recently opened orifice.

"The three eunuchs paused, only afew paces beyond the space where
the unlucky Aladdin now hid.

" 'Was that not the breath of aman's desire? asked the eunuch who led



thethree.

"'t sounded more like someone biting down upon hisfist to Siflea
moan,' said the second, who took this pausein their march to lean
againgt awall and massage his|eft foot.

" 'Pardon me,' the third remarked as that eunuch clutched his ssomach
with even more force than before. 'As | have said before, | should not
have eaten those exotic cheeses for lunch.'

"Once having spoken, thisthird eunuch let forth with aremarkable
flatulence that sounded like nothing so much as abird being crushed by
aclatering of timber.

" 'Y ou do produce the most colorful of sounds,' their leader
commented as the three once again resumed their protective march.

"S0 then these sexless soldiers would march forward, convinced there
was naught here to warrant their attention? The youth could barely
believe his good fortune. And yet Destiny would see that he not go
completely unpunished, for Aladdin happened to be positioned directly
intherear of the retreating three, and so was privy to anew odor
carried upon the wind that made the smell from the earthenware jars
about him seem to be nothing but the scent of spring flowers.

"'So overwhemed was he by this more recent fragrance that the youth
did not fully recover until the eunuchs and princess had wandered some
distance out of sight. But, by that time, the great damage had been
done. Aladdin knew he was finished with his childhood and dll his
childish games at last. He now had apurposein life, for his heart was
no longer his own. He knew he had to marry that princess, or he should
surely die” Thief Number Thirty paused, afaraway look in hiseyes.

"My former associate had asmilar problem,” the thief once called
Achmed interjected. "Wéll, not too smilar, actudly, for it dso involved
the Queen of the Apes.”



Aladdin blinked and stared at the younger thief with some
congternation, asif mention of aqueen of apes might totally destroy not
only hisfond dreams but histotal concentration aswell. And, indeed,
that mention of animal royalty had piqued the woodcutter's interest
despite hisfascination with Aladdin'stale. Ali Babaredlized that, should
he survive within this band for great enough atime, therewould be no
end of Sories.

"I will continue," Aladdin said with a certain brusqueness of tone, "for |
fed that this story, unlike any mention of palaces or tailors or the Queen
of the Apes, might be of importance to our future well-being.”

"Tallors?' Kassim called with asuddenness that suggested he had
recently roused himsdf from deep. "I had dmost forgotten. Think how
much more rewarding your story might beif, asyour tale unfolded, you
were to practice with aneedle and thread. What could be more fair
that that?"'

"Fair?' Aladdin replied in avoice rather more forceful than that which
he had used before. "'l shall be so fair asto spread your body parts so
far and wide that they will never come together again!™ He paused, and
continued in a softer tone. "Forgive me. My life asathief has given me
aharsh and ungenerous edge. | know how much you have suffered,
and no doubt suffer gtill. But please cease your interjections, or | shall
toss your head outside the tent for the jackasto play with."

"Fairly said," Kassm replied in arather more respectful tone. "My
body partswill remain quietly in the basket.”

But quiet was not to be a part of that day, for at that moment, the wind
redoubled in force, shaking the canvas with such power that Ali Baba
haf imagined agiant might be kicking the fabric upon the other side.

"And | shal continue my story,” Aladdin replied in asomewhat louder
voicethan before, "for we at last have come to the important part.”



"The paace?' Harun suggested with asimilar shout.

The orytdling thief shook his head wearily. "No," he caled back.
"The palace, while large, ostentatious even, and rather comfortable,
now that | think of it, was nowhere near asimportant aswhat | haveto

"It seemsto me," Harun managed to sniff while shouting, "that paaces
areadwaysimportant.”

"Especidly after you no longer have accessto them!™ Achmed added in
aloud voice that was nevertheless amost lost to the wind.

Ali Babasaw thefirgt evidence of sand swirling in around those corners
where they had secured their canvas with rocks.

"Perhgps you should pausein your story until thewind dies” Harun
cdled. "Although who knows what worth such ataeisif it does not
contain-" Theend of his sentence was|ogt to the howling sorm
without. Ali Baba noticed that there was now quite a quantity of sand
entering through the cracksin their shelter. He squinted as abit of it
flew into hiseye.

Ali Babapointed at the rippling fabric. "Areyou surethisis secure?* he
cdled to no onein particular.

"It had better be!™ Achmed cdled back into hisear. "Or our lives may
very well beforfeit!"

"Nonsensal" Aladdin rgoined in avoice strong enough o that it might
gtill be barely heard above thewind. "We so seldom have an
opportunity to tell our talesthat it will take more than asingle gdeto

stop my story!"

It was at that precise moment that the wind somehow gusted even



stronger than before, bringing the canvas down upon their heads.

"It has been nice knowing you!" Achmed further called asthe sand and
the dark canvas blotted out the world around them.

It was at that even more precise moment that the earth gave way
beneath Ali Babals feet.



Chapter the Seventeenth,
in which holes open within the ground,
and perhaps within the plot.

Any screamsthat he and hisfellows might have uttered were
completely lost benesth the wind. There was nothing but darkness, and
the unwelcome sensation of faling.

Ali Babafound further cause to close his mouth when he discovered it
wasfilling with sand. He landed with ajolt, but without immediately
apparent harm, due no doubt in part to his new resting place being
made up entirely of dirt and cushions.

So gartled was hethat Ali Babadid not redlize the sound of thewind
had greatly receded until he heard his brother's voice.

"What has happened to us?' Kassim caled out in front. "l cannot see
out of my basket!"

"Inthat,” Achmed'svoicereplied, "you are for oncethe equd of usdl.”

"l seemto havelost my hand!" Kassm cried inrising panic. "No,
perhaps my hand haslost the rest of me.”

"We have falen somewhere," Harun stated in that voice of authority
which the ederly sometimes affect. "But | believethat al of our
possessions have fdlen with us”

"No, | appesar to al be here somewhere,” Kassm muttered, asif in
agreement with the other thief. "Perhaps | have lost the top to my
basket.”

"If I might find alamp," Harun observed, "and if the oil hasnot yet
drained completely from it-" There was a pause as Ali Babaheard a
prolonged mix of scraping, shuffling, and danging.



Someone el se yelped in the darkness.

"Sorry," Kassm's voice responded. "'l was Ssmply attempting to fed my
way around.”

"Ah!" Harun called in triumph. "I believe | have found the very thing.
Now, if my tinder is<till held within the folds of my robe-"

A moment |ater, there was a series of sparks. Ali Baba had to close his
eyesfor amoment to the brightness of the light. He blinked, attempting
to bring the othersinto focus. Everyone seemed to be gathered
together, dthough all appeared to be in some disarray.

"Where are-" Aladdin began, before yelping for asecond time. "Would
you get that thing away from me?"

"Wheat thing?" Harun asked as he frowned into the gloom.

"This disembodied arm-rather, this portion of Thief Number Forty!" He
pointed to Ali Baba. "You! Y ou are his brother, are you not? Seeto
putting him back together again!”

"Hewould," Kassm's head agreed from where it now peeked out of
the basket, "if he had any shred of fedling for hisfamily. And | don't
mean Ssmply collecting me together again, but also locating areputable,
if perhapsblind, tailor!"

The former woodcutter was quite taken aback by Aladdin's
sgueamishness. "Why do you have such difficulty?' he asked politely.
"Are not you-beg pardon, are not we hardened thieves?'

"Thieves are not caled upon to dea with body partd™” Aladdin said
with ashiver. " Speak to me again when we are caled the Forty
Murdererd"

Ali Baba obediently arose from the place he had falen and climbed



acrossthe piles of rugsand cushions.

"We seem to have falen into acave of somesize" Harun said ashe
lifted hislight and squinted about &t their surroundings. "Our positionin
the sand, in combination with the sorm, must have somehow didodged

an opening.”

"Please stop squirming,” Ali Babainstructed his brother as he retrieved
the arm to be placed back in the basket.

"Itisan easy thing for you to say," Kassm replied defensvely. "B,
when you have naught but an arm, squirming isyour only form of
locomotion.”

"I will replace you upon your cushions,”" the humble Ali Babasaid with
great patience. He put the arm gently back among his brother's other
parts, then lifted the wicker basket to give it amore solid position.

"Careful, therel" Kassm warned as his parts were jostled about with
the carrying. "Traveing in such afashion givesawhole new meaning to
nausea.”

"Do not tak of nauseal" Aladdin cried, and from the look upon his
face, he seemed far too familiar with the word aready.

"We seem to have al survived our orded,”" Achmed said pleasantly,
then nodded to Aladdin. "Well, perhaps some of us more than others.
And we are far more protected from the storm than before. Number
Twelvel Can you seethelimitsof this place we have fdlento?"

Harun held the lamp over hishead. "This placeisvadt, perhaps even
the twin of the cavern where our chieftain has stored the gold.”

There was amoment of slencefollowing that remark. For thefirst time,
Ali Babaheard ahint of thewind, but it now sounded remarkably
digant.



"This deding with lamps puts me of amind to continue my story,"
Aladdin remarked. "Not to mention that the telling of tales might put
certain recent events out of my thoughts!"

"By dl means, continue," Achmed encouraged, "for, from the sounds of
the storm till raging above us, we shdl have agreat quantity of timeto
fill."

"Thenfill it 1 shal,” Aladdin said with aresolute conviction. "My story
continues asfollows. After | had seen the most beautiful princessin the
land, gill was| ableto collect mysdlf sufficiently to buy provisionsfor
thismost important of dinnersthat my uncle had wished to present to
my mother and mysdif. It was at that medl that | learned the first hints of
my fate, and | was further set upon my true course of life.

"We had a sumptuous medl that evening, with adozen coursesfollowed
by adozen more, prepared by al the women of the neighborhood
under the discerning eye of my dear mother.

"After the med wasfinished, and we had paused a sufficient timeto
pursue the niceties of proper digestion, then did the man who was our
benefactor turn to my mother and say: 'l have not yet done enough for
thisfamily. Therefore, | shall set up your most worthy sonasa
shopkeeper, specidizing in whatever form of retail most suits hisfancy,
and | shdl further stock his shop with the finest wares of anyone within
thisgreatest of cities”

"Now, the lad's mother was overwhelmed at this news, for finaly might
her son have an occupation, and she would not have to return to her
never-ending laundry at that moment when her husband's brother at last
took hisleave.

"Inthisway did the youth'suncle truly gain the mother'strust. But he
was not done with his discourse, and the next thought he passed on to
hisfamily, while spoken in the same casua manner asmogt of hisearlier



conversation, seemed to be accompanied by anintensity of gaze that
Aladdin had not witnessed in the man before.

" Thenitissettled, the uncle said. 'Unfortunately, tomorrow is Friday,
and, asthat isaday of worship, none of the shops or offices shdl be
open for usto complete our plans. Therefore shdl | take thelad on the
morrow to certain gardensthat | know, for the successful shopkeeper
should have aknowledge of beauty and refinement.’

"And the lad's mother agreed most readily to thisaswell, as shewould
no doubt have agreed to virtudly anything the uncle might say. And so
it was decided that this uncle would return at first light to the house, and
thereupon would take the boy to further his education.

"So did the uncle meet the youth at dawn of the holy day, and did
ingtruct him to accompany him briskly, for their walk waslong. Now,
there were many fine gardens within the city limits that would have been
more than adequate for the instruction of the youth, if that were indeed
the elder's true purpose. But they walked throughout the city, and then
out of the western gate and onward for another hour besides, until they
reached a point when the uncle said that the garden was nigh.

"But ill did Aladdin not suspect that anything was amiss, for what did
the lad know but the more esoteric rules of street games and how many
different medls hismother could prepare using vegetables and stde
bread? In thisway had the elder chosen well, although he had truly
picked the youth for other reasons entirely.

"But even ayouth as unworldly as Aladdin might have aquestion or
two. For athough the uncle said they were near the garden, al thelad
could see was agreet plain stretching before them both, featureless
save for those boulders strewn hither and yon, and the blackened
remains of great shrubs and trees that had once dotted the plain, before
apestilence had taken the land and turned them al to withered foliage.

" 'Surely,’ spoke thelad in dl innocence, ‘there is no garden here.



Whither is our destination?

"In responseto his naive query, the lad received aplayful cuff upon the
ear, and wastold by his uncle to gather up some of the dried vegetative
detritusthat littered theimmediate area. Thisthelad quickly
accomplished, at which point the older man asked the youth to stand
some ten paces behind his back.

"When the lad had removed himsdlf to asufficient distance, then did his
uncle remove atinderbox from deep within his dark but €egant robes.
From this did the older man draw those things needful to Start afire,
and set the dried brush ablaze. After thisdid he remove from his robes
acontainer made of the finest tortoiseshdl, and, drawing aminute
amount of powder from within thisbox, sprinkled it above thefirewhile
speaking certain wordsin alanguage unknown to the young Aladdin. A
thick smoke rose from the fire where the powder had falen, and the
old man redoubled his unintelligible speech.

"Then did the lad notice that there was certain other activity about him,
for the ground did tremble, and the boulders upon the plain did roll
back and forth, and the dead trees did quiver so fiercely that they lost
enormous branches. So greet was the rumbling that even the sky
seemed to tremble, and the ground itsdlf let out with agrest roar, haf of
anger, hdf of pain.

"And when the shaking stopped, there gppeared in the onceflat earth
before Aladdin ahole, ten cubits wide by ten cubitslong. And, a a
depth of ten cubitswithin the hole, Aladdin saw agreat marble dab.
And, upon that dab attached aring of copper, aswide around asthe
reach of amaiden'sarms.

" 'Surdly,' said Aladdin to no onein particular, ‘that isamagic spell.’
The lad had never before seen amagic spell, and, now that he had
witnessed one, was quite certain he would rather not witness one again.

" 'Perhgpsit is,' said the man who claimed to be hisuncle. He smiled as



he approached the lad, but the youth looked upon the elder in quite a
different way than he had before. Perhaps thiswaswhy hisfather had
never mentioned he had a brother, Aladdin thought with an immediate
chill, for no oneis proud of having amagician inthefamily.

" 'Surely,’ said Aladdin then, 'l have remembered an gppointment back
inthe city which ismost important and imminent.' So spesking, he
gathered up the skirts of hisrobes and made to walk very rapidly back
to thecity of hishirth.

" 'But we have amost reached the garden,’ was the old man's soothing
reply. 'Surely, you do not wish to leave while we are so close!

"It has been amost enjoyable and invigorating walk,' Aladdin said in
the most pleasant manner that he could mugter, ‘but, if | am not
mistaken, | believe | hear my mother cdling.’

" 'Y ou are going nowhere," the uncle said, and as soon as he spoke, a
hand shot out from among his robes more quickly than the young man's
eyes could follow, and hit him upon the side of the head with such force
that it made the world blur before the lad's eyes, and filled hisvison
with as many points of light as one might see cover the ocean a sunsat.
'Except to open yonder door. Did not your mother teach you to obey
your elders? We have cometo visit agarden, and visit that garden you
gl

"Aladdin shook his head, not so much to disagree with hisuncle, but to
attempit to clear hishead, for he now knew the man to be not only a
magician but a powerful magician, a least insofar asthe manner in
which he used hisfigts.

""What? the uncle cried at what he perceived to be the youth's
impertinence. 'Y ou will not obey me even now?

"'l have not said so!" Aladdin replied most rapidly. 'l| haveto clear my
head so that | may think about why my uncle might have causeto strike



me so.'
"With that, his uncle affected agenerous smile, and said the following:
"'Itisonly for your own good, asare dl thingsthat your eldersdo.'

"These words calmed the youth, for this was the same explanation that
he had always heard from his elders, and even though it made no more
sense now than it did on al those other occasions he had heard it
previoudy, dill did hefind acertain comfort initsfamiliarity.

" 'Now you shdl follow my ingructions, hisunclefurther said, ‘quite
exactly, for it isimportant that youth aways heed the wisdom of age.
Climb down within that hole and pull upon the ring of copper so that
you might move the marble dab aside!

"The lad stared down &t that great hunk of marble, which, if you have
been paying close atention and know your figures, you have aready
determined was ten cubits wide and ten cubitslong, and no man knew
how many cubits deep. 'Surdly, O uncle,' he said in avoicefilled with
doubt, 'that marble dab isfar too large for asingle youth to even budge
itinthedightest.

"Aladdin once again found the sde of hisface rocked by unseen but
extremely powerful forces. If this continued, he wondered if his head
should ever clear.

" 'Know that | only hit you repeatedly for your own betterment and
futurewelfare," hisuncle said in avoice of surpassng gentleness. 'Asl
havetold you, you must follow my ingructionsin every particular.
Dearest boy, once you have done these things, you will be aboy no
more, but the grestest among men.’

"So exhorted, Aladdin determined to listen to hisuncle asbest he
could, despite that perpetua ringing in hisears.



" 'Y ou have seen me open the earth before you, but let metell you, |
did thisonly for your own advantage. And below that marbledabisa
treasure written only in your name, which can only be taken by
yourself. No one but you may grab that copper ring, or lift that marble
dab, or take asingle step upon that Saircase that waits beneath. But, if
you follow my ingtructions quite exactly, we shdl have so much riches
between us that we might both live askings:'

"The youth admitted that everything he had heard so far was very much
to hisliking, and s0, with greet resolve, he said, Then | will do this

thing.

" 'Most excellent!" agreed his uncle, who thereupon kissed the youth
repestedly upon his cheeks and fingers, an action the lad found only
dightly less objectionable than the recent daps. But, if he wereto be
richer than aking, he supposed he could forgive alittle overexcitement
upon the part of hisuncle.

" "Therefore," hisuncle said with an eegerness that was amost
frightening initsintengty, 'legp down into that hole by the side of the
dab, and take the copper ring in both your hands.’

" 'But the dab isso massve," Aladdin mentioned as he took astep
backward to avoid remaining within easy cuffing distance. '‘Cannot you
aso jump within this hole so that you might add your strength to mine?

"But, instead of gtriking out, the lad's uncle laughed at the folly of
Aladdin'swords. 'If | wereto attempt to aid you in thelifting of the
dab-indeed, if ahundred strong men of the great sultan'sarmy wereto
attempt to aid you in the same-the dab would not move the dightes,
but would act rather asif it were a piece of rock joined to other rock.
Only you, aone, may move that heavy marble, and you may only do
thisin the following way: Grab the copper ring with both hands, and say
aoud your name, then the name of your father, and the name of your
father'sfather.



"These ingtructions were easy enough to obey, so that the youth
clambered down within the hole at |ast, and grabbed up the copper
ring, which was surprisngly warm to histouch, and said, 'My nameis
Aladdin, whose father was named Mustapha, who was atailor, and his
father was atailor named Ali.' And with that the dab sprung up and
swung away, asif it had been pushed from undernegth.

"Y es, tailoring was afamily occupation held for generationsthat | no
longer followed, and | thank those who currently reside in baskets for
not remarking upon thisat my most recent mention. But to continue
with my tale, therewas no sign of aliving being beneath the dab.
Instead, | saw a dozen marble stairs, and at the bottom of these stepsa
second door of bright red copper, filled with studs made of that same
metd.

" 'Go down into that cave, my son," hisuncle instructed from where he
stood above, ‘and enter by the copper door, which will open of itself at
your coming. Y ou will then find yourself in amongtrous cavern, divided
into three continuous hals. In thefirgt hal, you will seefour mighty
bronze jarsfilled with liquid gold. In the second, you will find four slver
jarsfilled with gold dust. In the third, you shdl see four golden jarsfilled
with minted gold pieces!

"At this, the uncle wagged afinger at thelad below. ‘It isof utmost
importance that you pass all these objects by, and further hold your
robe very closein about your waist lest it touch any of thejars. For, if
you areto touch any of these urnswith any part of your person or
attire, you will instantly be changed into ablock of obsidian.’

"Hewould be changed into ablock of obsidian? Perhaps, the lad
thought, he could till hear the voice of hismother calling. But, now that
he had made hisway down here, how was he to climb back out of this
pit?

"'At theend of thethird hdl,’ the uncle continued, obliviousin his
enthusiasm to the lad's discomfort, ‘you will find another door, in dl



respects like the one at the bottom of the stairs, which will lead you into
amagnificent orchard, with ascore of treesdl laden with fruit. Do not
hestate within that place, either. Walk straight across and you will
come to a columned staircase with thirty steps, climbing up to aterrace.
When you are on that terrace, you will see anichefacing you between
those columns, and within that niche, resting upon a pedestal of bronze,
you will further see atiny copper lamp.

"Now, the lamp shdl be till burning, so you must extinguishiit, and
pour whatever oil remainstherein upon the floor a your feet, and then
immediately hide that lamp within your robes. Then you must return to
me by that same way in which you have entered. Though, upon your
return, you may pausein the garden and et of the fruit upon the treesiif
you so desire. But of course you should give methe lamp immediately
oncethe two of usmeet again.’

"With that, the uncle drew aring from one of hisfingers, and threw it
down to Aladdin, with ingtructions that the lad should place it upon his
thumb.

" Thismystic bauble will guard you from al danger,' hisunclesaidin
the most assuring of tones, ‘and preserve you from every evil, defend
you from dl aflictions, safeguard you at each and every hazard, defend
you from dl misfortune, and maintain you againgt any liability. And did |
mention that, when you return, you should give methislamp
immediady?

"Aladdin placed the ring, which was of an ornate and foreign
workmanship, upon histhumb, as he had been instructed. Somehow,
thefed of the cool metal againgt his skin was indeed reassuring.

" 'After you complete thisnoble task,” hisuncle further stated from
above, 'you will no longer be considered achild, but shal have
performed alabor worthy of manhood. And you should have no equals
at that very moment when the lampisfinaly in my possesson. Only be
very careful to lift your robe high and close to you when you pass



through those other rooms; otherwise you and the lamp will belost
together.'

"With that, the older man waved at him with agreat heartiness, and
sad, 'Depart in safety, my child. But perhaps | should jump down
besdeyoufor afind embrace.’

"So he should escape any more of his uncleskisses, the youth
departed upon his bold adventure immediately. He descended the
dozen steps, and, as he approached the copper door, it swung open to
let him pass. But there were no living beings apparent upon the other
sde of that door, either, but instead the three great rooms as hisuncle
had described. Lifting hisrobes high above hiswast, Aladdin
proceeded as the older man had directed, and so proceeded without
harm through the farther door into the garden, and thence to the greater
dtaircase, and the terrace which held the niche. There, upon the bronze
pedestal that his uncle had also described, was the lamp burning with a
pure crimson flame.

"The flame extinguished with asingle breeth from the youth, and he
picked up the lamp and poured out what oil remained therein. He had
some thoughts of the effect the oil would have upon hisrobes, but, to
his surprise, the surface of the lamp was aready dry, so that he quickly
placed the small copper object quickly within thefolds of his garment.
Then did he descend from the terrace to the garden below.

"There did he take hisfirst truly complete look at the fruit upon the
trees of the orchard, for never in his short life had he seen fruit so large
or perfectly formed. Then did he think about how long and hard had
been the walk that day with hisuncle, and he had not in al those many
long hours stopped to take any refreshment whatsoever. Furthermore,
his uncle had mentioned that this was the one spot he might pause
within dl thismagic place, and that he might partake of thisfruit.

"So did he reach up and pluck what &t first appeared to be an apple,
athough, as hisfingersfirst touched it, he was surprised at the



remarkable firmness of the skin of thisfruit. Indeed, it seemed upon
closer ingpection to beless of the congstency of fruit and more of the
consistency of stone, beyond any machinations of finger or tooth, any
only in form resembling the figs, oranges, grapes, melons (both green
and orange), bananas, grapefruit, lemons, apples, pears, and other
excdlent fruitsof China

"He supposed these objects, then, to be made of colored glass, and
athough il rather hungry and disgppointed that these would not satisfy
his appetite, set about plucking some of the fruit-shaped baubles as
presents for hismother and young comrades. So did he take fruit of
every color, never suspecting that the red ones might be rubies,
carbuncles, hyacinths, cords, or camdians, nor the white ones
diamonds, pearls, nacre, or moonstones, nor the green ones emerads,
beryls, jade, prase, or aquamarine, not to mention those many varieties
of blue, violet, yellow, and various unknown colors and the fact that
they might be sapphires, lapis, turquoise, amethysts, jaspers, topaz,
amber, agates, opas, hematite, tourmaline, peridot, and chrysoprase.

"So enchanted was he by these stones that he salected many of each of
the different colors, and went about stuffing them into his pockets and
about hisbelt and within hisdeavesand ingde dl the various parts of
his robes where they might find aresting place, so that he soon looked
like nothing so much as a beast of burden |loaded for atrip to market.
Somehow, though, he managed to prope himsdf forward, and lifted his
lower robes sufficiently so that he passed by the dangerous urnsin al of
the three chambers again without touching them.

"Thusit was that he again passed through the copper door to those
sepsthat led to hisuncle. But hisuncle, upon seeing him, did not
appear immediately overjoyed at his nephew's return, but instead
demanded 'Whereisthelamp?

"Thelamp? Aladdin replied. 'Oh, yes, thelamp. | could sweear | haveit
here somewhere. Perhapsit isthat sharp-edged thing that is presently
digging into the smal of my back."



"But hisuncle did not wish to hear any explanations. 'What did | tell
you about the lamp? he demanded with agrowing anger. '| must have
itimmediately! Giveit to methisingant!'

"'But dear uncle,’ the lad replied with great reason, not to mention a
certain joy that he had accomplished histask, 'how may | giveit to you
at this moment, when as you can see, my robes are stuffed to
overflowing with these delightful glass marbles? Let me climb these
dairs, and then give me further assstance to rise from the hole so that |
can remove these marbles from my clothes and put them in a safe and
level place so that they will not roll about and break. Then shdl | be
glad to give you the lamp, for it appears at present to be dipping down
to my waist, and | fear it might scratch some sensitive area’

"But his uncle was so hungry for the possession of thislamp that hewas
beyond reason. "Y ou will not give methe lamp? Son of adog, giveme
thelamp or die!’

"Never had the youth heard the old man use such aterrible voice
before, or address him with such harsh words. Aladdin remembered
the daps upon the side of his head. Then he remembered the way his
uncle had made earth and sky move, and then agreat hole to appear in
the ground.

"Perhaps, the lad thought, he had not spoken in the most prudent of
fashions. Perhaps, Aladdin thought, it would now be even more
prudent to return to the interior of the cave until his uncle became
somewhat calmer.

"Thishedid in what haste his overburdened form alowed, the copper
door again opening for him and shutting firmly once he had reached the
other sde, both actions without the benefit of Aladdin's or any other
human hand, which wasjust aswell, snce his baance at the moment
did not meet with hisusua standards.



"Even though he was degp underground, he heard the older man's
voice with an amazing clarity, which did agreet ded to help the youth
determine the man's true nature, not to mention now making it far more
easy for meto tell you a coherent story. And thisiswhat the man who
claimed to be the youth's uncle proceeded to do:

"If 1 cannot have the lamp, then no one shdl!" the man screamed ashe
again lit the fire and spread another quantity of powder atop it. Asthick
smoke once again rose, he said another group of unknown words,
which caused the great marble dab to swing back into itsorigind place,
so that Aladdin might forever be entombed benegth.

"A curse be upon that stupid child!" the older man ranted above
Aladdin'shiding place. It isablessng that | no longer need pretend
that | am arelation! Would that my magica arts, that foretold the
location of the lamp, and that this Aladdin were the only onein dl the
world capable of thelamp'sretrieval, could have aso foretold that the
lad would be obstinate and impossible. | might aswell pack my spells
and philters and return to Morocco!'

"Ahal thought Aladdin at last. Asmany of you now hearing my story
may have suspected, this man was not my uncle at al, but amagician of
great power who had traveled a substantia distance from the far land
of Morocco, for but one reason, to find away to obtain that lamp!"

"Thet isdl very wdl and good,” Harun interjected, "but it has very little
to do with palaces.”

"With this sort of audience," Aladdin said with amarked degree of
acrimony, "itislittle wonder that few tales get told within the ranks of
thethieved"

"Condgdering the length of your tae," Achmed said in areassuring tone,
"I think we have been very well behaved, at least for those who are
among the lowest of the low."



"Well, ligen again,” Aladdin inssted, "for at this point, the man who
was not my uncle but instead avile magician from distant Morocco
decided he could deal no more with thisimpetuous youth, and left me
todie.

"Why would aman who was dl-knowing leave a such ajuncture, you
might ask?" Aladdin asked ingtead. "I have thought much on this, and |
believe this Stuation to be rather like the aged man who can make out
the actions of birds upon the horizon but cannot fathom the marks on
the parchment before him. The greater patterns were there for himto
see, but the day-to-day actions of men were far beneath his notice.

"But Aladdin knew but one thing. Now that he had refused to
immediately give up the lamp that the wizard desired so desperatdly,
that wizard had sealed the cave again and left the lad thereto die. This
did not leave Aladdin happy. Rather did hewring his handsin great
despair, crying, 'Oh, | shal never see my mother or my friends again!
Nor will | be ableto eat, for | shal haveto spend my last hours staring
dumbly at beautiful glass marbles!

"But sometimes Destiny shall take ahand, and so it was upon this dark
day, for asthe youth wrung together hisfists, so did he rub the ring that
the wizard had given him for protection, and then forgotten in hisrage.
And when the ring was rubbed, agreeat vell of deep purple smoke did
erupt therefrom, and, when the smoke cleared, adjinni did stand
before him, with askin like mahogany and eyesthat glowed red like
embers,

"'l am the master of earth and wave,' the djinni did say, 'but dave of
the ring and the wearer'sdave. What will you have, master of thering?

"And the lad was greatly surprised by thisturn of events, but
determined that, in his present Stuation, he should leave no rock
unrolled, and so asked of his supernatura visitor, 'Master of earth and
ar and wave, would you please get me out of this cave?



"Before the youth could take another bregath, the earth opened above
him, and hewasllifted asif by aninvisble hand, and placed down upon
the earth near that spot where the magician had stood to complete his

g

Ali Baba spoke quickly as Aladdin paused to take a bresth. "Please
pardon thisintrusion,” he said, "but isthat not aring you now wear
upon your thumb?*

"That ring?" Aladdin looked down at hishand asif he had never seen
the golden circlet before. "Nothing but aussless gewgaw, | am sure'-he
paused to give the bauble a closer look-"athough, now that | examine
it, it does hold some similarity to aring that | once possessed, that had
acertain-secret about it. It looks rather like that ring that held adjinni

of itsown. Strangethat | do not remember it."

"Thisreminds me of another spell,” Achmed took the time to mention,
"one cast upon amagician of my acquaintance.”

"What isthistak of spdlls?* Aladdin objected. "Thatisal in my distant
past. Now | am athief!”

"Asareweadl," Harun agreed. "And may | mention that there has il
been no mention of palaces? But, before you begin again, | noticea
certain lessening of thewind above.”

"I would not worry about that yet," another voice replied.

And that most recent remark gave Ali Baba cuisine for congderation.
"Why do you worry so about the leader of the thieves? It seemsto me
that all of you wish to escape. Would not asandstorm and a hidden
cave aford you the perfect opportunity to act upon your wishes?'

The three senior thieves |ooked upon him with gazes of pity.

"The chieftain of thethieveswill dwaysfind you," the three of them



remarked in unity.

And now that Ali Babathought upon it, thiswastruly the case. No
matter how many times these thieves had left him behind, till did he
somehow find himsdlf again intheir mids.

"And, when our band finds you again, your life will go from bad to
worse," al three chanted together.

"But that dtuation shal not continue forever,” said another voice.
"Who spoke then?' Aladdin demanded.
"Not I," Harun replied. "I was the one to suggest that we go above.”

"l was doing my best to maintain arespectful slence," Kassm added,
"sothat | could ask you at alater time about tailoring.”

"Hmm?" Achmed asked. "Oh, pardon me, but I must have dozed off
recently."

"I would not return above yet," the other voice remarked. "Thisisbut a
[ull inthegorm.”

Thistime, Ali Babawas quite sure, none of them had spoken.
"Who-" he began to form aquestion.

"Areyou quite certain,” the voice replied, "that you truly wish to know?"



Chapter the Eighteenth,
in which the story develops
a certain ring of truth.

There was amoment of silence, after which Aladdin thought it prudent
to change the subject.

"It does appear to be alittle suffy down here," he mentioned. "Y ou
know how caves can get.”

"Now that you mentionit," Achmed added, "1 can do nothing but agree
withyou."

"Indeed, yes," Harun had causeto joinin. "However, | do think that the
closeness of our surroundings could be beneficidly disspated were we
al totakeagroll, perhaps, in atight-knit group, and with our scimitars
drawn and ready."

"Threats are nothing againgt granite,” the voice replied. "Furthermore,
you do not know the proper way out of thisplace.”

"Thereistruth to that,” Kassm agreed with the mysterious presence.
"Upon our arrival, we seemed to travel straight down.”

"But come and relax,” the voice entreated in the most generous of
fashions,"for can you not still hear the ssorm rage above you?'

Ali Babadid note that the wind had begun once again to howl inthe
upper reaches of the cavern.

"And do not fear," the voice further ingtructed. "Aslong asyou tdll your
tale, | shdl seethat no harm should cometo you."

"Atlagt," Achmed said in wonder, "Thief Thirty hasfound the perfect
audiencel”



"Inthat case, | shdl continue,” Aladdin replied, warming with
remarkable swiftness to the mystery voice's suggestion. "So it was that
the lad found himsdlf once again upon the plain, with his ity ill visble
in the distance, athough so much time had passed that the sun was
snking toward evening. There was no Sgn whatsoever of the magician,
and the djinni had likewise disappeared. But, certainly, there are many
mysteriesto life, the lad thought, and it isasentiment | could restate
today.

"Then did the lad return as quickly as hislegs would manage to the
home of his maother, although it was past midnight when he reached it at
lest.

"He found his mother awake upon his return, for she could not deep,
so worried was she when her son did not reappear a a reasonable
time. She gave him cool water to drink, and al the food that wasin the
houseto eet, telling him that she would hear his story when hewas
done. And the young Aladdin ate with aremarkable appetite, for he
had been so close to degath that he never thought he would see food

again.

"When at last he had finished with hislengthy repast, he related the
amazing events of the past day, much in the same way as| have rdated
them to you now. Then did his mother rain curses upon the Moor as
only amother could. To think,' she said, 'that he dmost took your life,
and for what? Nothing but a pitiful copper lamp!’

"With that, the lad stood, and had an immense profusion of the great
hard fruit fall from al portions of hisbelt and robes. "And | have risked
my lifefor these slly things!" he cried in bewilderment. 'l am no longer a
child, to play with colored marbles!" So it was that the young Aladdin
determined that thiswould be an experience to change hislife.

"When the lad rose upon the following morning, he resolved anew to
put aside dl his childish games and act henceforth asaman. Before he
should go out and make hisfortune, however, hefirst desired ahearty



breakfast. He informed his mother of such, and was rewarded by an
expression of great upset and arapid wringing of hands.

" 'Oh, my dear, dear child," hismother caled in that distraught manner
which she had perfected through years of hard effort, ‘would that |
could feed you thismorning, but last night you were taken with such a
hunger that you have eaten every scrap of food within the house. But
wait alittlewhile. | shal takein afew bundles of robes, and, after an
hour or two of scrubbing them at theriver, will have earned afew
pennies toward buying food for your repast.’

"Seeing hismother so, Ali Babaimmediately wanted to make her
happy. If his mother had not saved sufficient food, you may ask, why
was he dwaysthe oneto fed guilty? Let us say that thisisalwaysthe
way of mothers and sons, and be done with it.

" 'No, no, dear Mother," he therefore said. 'Y ou have labored enough
inyour long life. Why not take thislamp and sl it at the marketplace?
That will surdly give us enough for ameal or two. And, oncel have
eaten and dressed, | shall take this great quantity of colored marbles
and sdll them among the less educated in the city. In that way, perhaps
we can egt for aday or two, until | fully determine how | shall beaman
and make my way inthisworld."

"But fortune was kind, for by putting the lamp in his mother's hands,
Aladdin had given it to the most fastidious of womenin al of that part
of theworld. And hismother, looking upon thistarnished lamp, thought
she could surely get a better pricefor it if it were to be polished before
shetook it to market. Thus did she take one of the many old rags that
she usually wore as clothing, and, after gpplying amixture of water and
ash to that fabric, called upon that extreme strength she had gained
through three-score years of hand washing, and worked to bring out
the shine upon the copper.

"But no sooner had she rubbed once up and once down upon the lamp
than agreat dedl of purple smokeissued from that instrument's mouth,



and when the smoke cleared, there before them stood a djinni so tall
that his head scraped the celling. And furthermore wasthis djinni the
color of gold, and his eyesflashed bright blue like the summer sky. And
in agreat, booming voice that perhaps sounded even louder because of
the confined space around the djinni, the magic creature said:

"'l am master of all, though | live in a cave, And you with the
lamp may call me your slave. Command me, O mistress!
Command me!'

"Now, Aladdin's dear mother had even less experience with magic
djinn than did her son. So did she stand there with large eyesand a
tongue that seemed to fill her entire mouth and make speech
impossible. But this condition would not endure for long, for Aladdin's
mother soon fell forward in a dead swoon.

"However, Aladdin had been standing somelittle distance away asall
this had occurred, and so quickly moved forward and grasped the lamp
from hismother'sfainting fingers. Should this particular spirit work like
the great dark fellow he had met in the cave, his any wish should now
be granted.

" 'O dave of the lamp," he therefore said. ‘| am hungry, and have need
of food for my mother and mysdlf.’

" Y our wishes shall becomeredlity,’ the golden djinni replied as he held
forward alarge silver tray. And ranked upon that tray were adozen
gold dishes, and in each dish adifferent and exotic meat, well warmed
and spiced. And behind those disheswere haf adozen loaves of the
purest white, although upon their sdes were drawn fantastic designs of
men and animals, aswell as depictions of soriesfrom antiquity. And at
the very rear of that enormous tray were two greet flasks of fine wine,
which had such an aromathat Aladdin was sure both were of the finest
vintage, and two large goblets, both flasks and goblets fashioned from
beaten gold and encrusted with small yet tasteful gems.



' Thelad was wdl| pleased with this presentation, and instructed the
djinni to placeit before him and his till-unconscious mother. Thisdid
the golden spirit do, after which it discreetly disappeared, asindeed
should any good waiter.

"But such amixture of sweet and savory smellsdid much to revive his
mother, and she opened her eyesto look at the banquet that had
appeared before her.

"'Our deepest desires are granted,’ she said in wonder, ‘for never have
| seen such amed. But how did we come to have such afinemea on
the very best of dinnerware?

"Now did thelad pause for aminute, for he recalled what afright the
djinni's appearance had given to his mother, and he feared that, should
his parent suspect that this feast came from amagical source, she
should refuse to et it, even though it appeared wholesome and
nourishing in every respect. Yet it was, aswith dl obedient children,
that he did not wish to precisgly lieto the woman. Therefore, he
determined that he must devise acompromise.

"It gppearsto be afind gift from the man who would cal himsdf my
uncle, said Aladdin, so that hewas at least relating acertain version of
thetruth.

"But his mother seemed to like this explanation little better than she
might appreciate what had actually occurred. "That vile wretch? she
cried. 'We should spit upon hisfood, and throw it out into the street for
the dogs!'

"This, again, was not precisdly the response the lad was looking for.
But the sumptuous med before them, combined with the obvious ook
of hunger he witnessed upon his mother's pinched and haggard face,
gave him faith that his reasoning would win her over.

"Would it not be afar better revenge,’ he therefore said, 'if wewereto



egt hisfine repast while dl the time cursaing the magician's vile name?

"His mother took one more look at the sumptuous repast and decided
that, yes, eating thiswould be the best revenge of dl. So it wasthat the
two of them fdll to feasting, for so long that their morning medl joined
with evening medl.

"At last, when there was no way they could eat another bite, did they
push the plates away, and Aladdin's mother saved what food they had
not consumed for the morrow, and further locked the valuable
dinnerware within the cupboard so that no one might stedl it.

"And now that Aladdin had eaten so well, the lad considered, perhaps
it would be afar better ideato wait until the morrow before determining
inwhich way he would best find his place in the world.

"But his mother would not alow her son to yet enjoy that repose which
he so richly deserved. "It istime we had atak,' she said in that tone
which dl children of mothers have learned to fear. Tell metruly, where
precisdly did thismed originate? She wagged afinger of authority a
the lad's nose to emphasi ze her next remark. 'And remember that a
mother can aways spot an untruth!’

"Aladdin relented then, and told his mother that the meal was produced
by the golden djinni who lived in the lamp.

"I do not trust such hellish things? his mother exclaimed. Truly, you
should rid yoursdlf of that lamp, and thering aswell, for they must be
insruments of the devil!"

"But Aladdin countered with the fact that these two items, and the
spiritswithin, had brought them nothing but good, saying further that the
spirit of thering had actudly saved Aladdin'slife when he might have
died within the cave. So it wasthat the lad resolved to retain these
items, but never bother his mother about them again.”



"Whilel hateto interrupt your tale again,” Achmed stated abruptly,
"may | point out that you have again mentioned amagicring.”

"Yes?' Aladdin replied with annoyance, asif he could not see how this
pertained to him. "Thering isan important part of thetale."

"Much more important, apparently, then palaces!" Harun remarked
with hisusud sniff of impeatience. "1 am quite sure you have given us
sufficient background. What say we jump ahead to the palace part?’

"Actually, | rather liked that part about caves," the mystery voice
interjected. "I would not object if you went over that portion again.”

"But that ring upon your finger!" Achmed again mentioned.

"Yes, | an surethat a some point it would make a
more-than-substantia topic for conversation,” Aladdin agreed. "Asfor
now, | believel should continue with my story, for this sandstorm will
not continue forever."

Achmed opened his mouth to object, but Aladdin waswdl into his
story before the younger thief could voice asingle word.

"I shall be brief with this next part of my tale. Over the next severd
days, the youth dowly sold off the fine dinnerware that had
accompanied the magica med, and so he and his mother had more
than enough to eat, while allowing the lad to pursue the neighborhood
kick-the-fez championship onefina time. Surely, though, he would
come up with agreater plan for hisfuture at any moment.

"So were histhoughts when he again heard the call of the three
eunuchs. '‘Beware, for the Princess Badabadur walks among you!" and
then '‘Beware, for should any man'seyesfal upon the princess, hislife
shdll beforfeit!" And so forth and so on, much as Aladdin had heard
these threets upon that earlier occasion.



"Ah, but once aman has tasted forbidden fruit, so forever will he return
tothetree. So it wasthat Aladdin recalled that earlier incident with the
eunuchs, and that thrilling glimpse he had had of the most beautiful
princessin al of theworld. He had lost his heart on that very day, but
he was of so lowly a position, and she so exalted, what chance was
there that they could ever look one upon the other, must lesstalk, or
touch, or marry? Thisfatdistic thought, along with those occurrences
concerning the duplicity of the magician, the danger of the cave, the
wonders of thering and lamp, and the everyday pressure of coping
with his mother, had led the young man to place histhoughts of the
princessto the very rear of hismind.

"But now he might have the opportunity of seeing her again, and, on this
day, was upon a street of open stalls where there was far moreto
digtract the eye than upon that previous occasion.

"'Beware!’ called the eunuchs. 'For our scimitars are sharp!”

"Still, thought the lad, he should find some hiding place so that he might
escape the swords of the princess's guards. He looked about him,
intent upon asking the merchants where he might find alikely spot to
hide. But dl the merchants, and dl their customers, and indeed dl the
merchandise had completely disappeared. " 'Beware!’ called the
eunuchs. 'For our judgment ismerciless!’

"Widl, truly, thelad thought further, this disgppearance wasto his
advantage, for now he might hide anywhere within this outdoor market,
anywhere among the flimsy wooden stals and threadbare throw rugs of
the merchants, none of which would hide as much as anewborn babe.
"'Beware!' called the eunuchs. 'For we are just around the corner!”

"At thisjuncture Aladdin realized the true problem of the open-air gtall,
whichisthat it isan areasurrounded by nothing but open air.

"He turned about, and there, marching into the marketplace, were the



three eunuchs, with very sharp swords and very surprised expressions.
" 'Do you see? said one.

"'l certainly do,' said ancther.

" 'Let us make that unanimous,’ added the third.

"But dl thoughts of the eunuchslft his head when he saw the princess,
and further, the princess saw him.

"He could not move, except to smile. And, wonder upon wonders, the
princess smiled in return.

"He thought to ook back at the eunuchs. All three of them were smiling
aswdl. He did not care as much for the eunuchs smiles.

" 'Y ou have doomed yoursdf, young man!' one said.
" 'Whatever mae might see the princess," added the second.
" 'Whoisnot of her immediate family,’ further explained the third.

"'|s sentenced to instant deeth!’ all three of them joined in the most
merry manner conceivable.

" 'Oh, joy!" the third eunuch chortled. ‘Do | get to cut him?

" 'Y ou beheaded the last one,' thefirst of the three reminded him.
'Besides, let usbealittle kind to this poor soul, and have not the last
amell to enter hismorta nogtrils be your eternd flatulence!’

"'l cannot help what | eet for dinner,’ the third one replied defensively.
'Well, perhaps| could if | might resst pickled kumquats!'

"Aladdin let the three guards argue among themsdlves. He turned again



to the princess asfair as the sun, and noticed that she seemed to till
regard him in amost pleased of manners. He placed his hands over his
heart to keep that organ from bursting forth from his chest.

" 'Let us cut him together!" one of the three guards suggested. The other
two indicated that would be amost novel and welcome compromise.

"Aladdin looked at the gpproaching eunuchs, dl il smiling, dl with
very sharp swords.

"In another moment, he redlized, he would not have to worry about his
heart besting ever again.”



Chapter the Nineteenth,

in which our story continues after an enchanted opening.
"The gormisover," thevoice of mysery intoned.
"What?' Kassm complained. "Y ou wish him to stop the story now?"

"l was but coming to the very heart of my tael” Aladdiningsted. "The
pal aces would have shown up a any moment.”

"You must forgive me," the voicereplied. "' have, after dl, only so
much control over the weather. My powers are strictly regiond.”

This voice had not struck them down, or cursed them with boils, or
done any of those sorts of things that one expected of mysterious
entities. On the contrary, the voice seemed the very soul of politeness.
It waswith thisin mind that the woodcutter screwed up his courage
and asked, "Y ou control the very weather? If | may be so bold asto
ask, who or what are you?"

"l am here," the voice replied from directly overhead, "and | am here,”
the voice further remarked from some distance into the darkness, "and
| am here," the voice continued to talk from a spot very near to Ali
Babasfeet. "l amdl around you."

Ali Babawas much impressed by thisdisplay. "Y ou are omni potent?*
The voice chuckled at that, and the noise seemed to surround them.
"Not by any means. You are smply sitting insde me. | am, after al, an

enchanted cavern.”

The thieves gasped as one a the revelation. And al had certain
thoughts, dthough Kassm wasthefirst to voice them:

"Y ou wouldn't possibly be any relation to certain other enchanted
caverns?'



"All thingsarerdlated inthisworld," the cavern replied. "Holeswithin
the earth are no different.”

"Then do you suggest,” said Aladdin in wonder, "that you know of the
cavethat held the lamp and the gold?*

The voice was highly amused. "'l suppose you might say that that cave
was my brother.”

"Where, then," Achmed asked, "isthe gold within your chambers?'

"Weadl have our powers" the voice said somewhat reprovingly. " Some
caves produce gold. This cavetalks.

"Y ou will haveto pardon me" Achmed replied with ashrug. "It ismy
traning asathief.”

"Thereisbut one cave," Harun wisdly interjected, "that is of our
primary concern, onethat isfilled with gold, jewels, and riches untold,
S0 that it resembles nothing so much as a pal ace underground. Well,
perhapsthat is naught but wishful thinking upon my part, but thereisa
further problem with this cavern, for, whileit will aways accept such
riches, it will not dways alow you to take the same without.” The
eldest thief paused to look at the wicker basket by hisside. "And
further, the cave has other peculiar whims."

"Such asrefusing to let me die?' Kassm said, his voice betraying a bit
of hurt. "I don't liketo think of that asawhim, thank you. A cosmic
joke, perhaps, but not awhim.”

"Ah, that cave." The voice dlowed another rueful chuckle. "I know it
aswell asany, and you have good cause to be wary of that one. That
great cavernisthefather of usdl, and feared by dl those mystic caves,
burrows, grottoes, tunnels, dens, nooks, and cranniesin the land.
However, know you this. Even the largest of cavesis neither good nor



evil. Itismerey misunderstood.”

This, at least, the woodcutter could comprehend. How could anyone
understand a cave?

"Buit let us not dwell overlong upon other and cranky holeswithin the
earth. | am eager to hear the continuation of your tale."

"But you say that the sormisover," Aladdin observed. "How can | tell
you my tale when we must leave to rgjoin our band?"

"It isthe height of smplicity," the cavern replied. "Do you seethe
smooth rock at your feet?'

Aladdin looked down. Therewas asmdl rock, about the size of a
man's knuckles, but generally undistinguished, being of aneutral gray
with smal bands of black around its middle, and smooth asthough it
had been washed by the sea.

Aladdinlifted it doft. "Isthisthe one you mean?'

"The very same," the cavern agreed.

"Wll, as you speak to me, SO may you speak to this stone, for this
rock isapart of me, and, assureas| am an enchanted cave, thisisan

enchanted pebble.”

"I have heard of stranger things," Harun remarked as he pulled upon his
beard.

"You have?' Ali Babaasked in dishdlief.

"Actudly,” Harun replied with afrown, "now that you mentionit, | have
not. When oneis brought up within the courtly life, oneisdways polite,
even to animate parts of the earth. But | have never heard of enchanted
sonesthat can listen!”



"And dso tak," the gonein Aladdin's hand remarked. "When youre a
rock, you have to take whatever advantages you can get."

"Itisamarvel!" Aladdin agreed.

"Isit redly?' the stone replied doubtfully. "Think upon it. What good
aretalking and listening when you have absolutdly no mohility?

Still was the woodcutter astonished. Ali Baba had to admit that aready
his life among the thieves had opened his eyesto vistas that he had
never dreamed of. Not, now that he thought upon it, that these vistas
would be of any particular use, but at least they provided some variety
from the congtant riding, riding, riding.

"S0," the cavern said with grest camaraderie, "you need not stay within
my confinesfor meto hear your tale. No, you may actudly take apiece
of me dong with you, and tell your story asyou go. What the stone
hears, | shdl hear aswdll."

"Then you will hear nothing but noise," Aladdin said, and as he spoke,
Ali Baba saw thetruth in this. "Once weride, there will be no more
time for taes, but only the pounding of horses hooves."

"Oh, dear," replied the voice, "I had no ideaiit would be that bad.
When you're acave, you know, you have trouble dedling with muchin
the outsde world." The cavern sghed, asound much like the whistling
wind. "Actudly, asacavern, you have difficulty deding with anything
that isn't cold and deep and dark. But | have much enjoyed the story
you havetold, and would liketo listen to it at grester length.”

At this, Aladdin nodded sadly. "And | would liketo tell it. Would that it
were not time for usto return to the surface.”

Asif someone above were listening to Aladdin'swords, Ali Baba could
hear adistant voice cdling, "Thievesl Thestormisover!” There camea



deep rumbling from the earth. "Y ou have forced meto adecision. |
believe have enough within me for acouple of sand squalls. That
should delay any preparations that may be made above. But proceed
quickly, for my energy isamost spent.”

The voices were closer now: "Thieves Thieves Comeforth! The
gormis-awk!" Any further crieswere logt within arenewd of thewind.

"The squals have begun,” announced the cavern's voice, which adready
had begun to sound atrifle weary. "Please tdl your story with whatever
speed you might mugter.”

"Very wel," the storytelling thief replied, and, from histone, Ali Baba
could tell he was greetly pleased with thisturn of events. "Asyou may
recdl, when weleft my tale, my younger self, Aladdin, appeared to be
at the mercy of three eunuchs who would have no greater pleasure than
smultaneoudy skewering ayoung lad whose only offense wasto be
taken by Princess Badabadur's beauty."

Aladdin clutched his hands before his chest. "What wasthe lad to do?
He wrung his hands together, certain he was dead." Thethief began to
wring his own hands in demondtration, then paused and frowned, asif
such an action might seem somehow ingppropriate. "Therefore,” he
resumed, shaking hishead to rid it of errant thoughts, "what should the
lad see emerging from between his open fingers but astrangdly familiar
purple smoke?

"With that, the eunuchs stopped their deadly advance, temporarily
overcome by this strange happening.

"A moment later, and the smoke had cleared as quickly asit had come,
The grest djinni, the same color as obsidian, once again stood before
the startled Aladdin and even more startled eunuchs. The spirit opened
his eyes, and within them were reflected the fires of hell.

"Thedjinn smiled and spoke:



"'l am the master of both more and of less; Though slave to the
ring, | seeyou 'rein a mess. What will you, master, what will you?'

"Oh, yes, thelad suddenly thought, so that was how this djinni thing
worked again. Aladdin swore at the moment that he would get a better
grip upon thismagic, redly he would, as soon asthe shock of the
whole thing wore off. In the meantime, however, thelad thought it best
to remove himsdlf some distance from the swords.

" "Trangport me, O dave of thering,’ he therefore said, 'back to my
own home and the loving care of my own dear mother.’

"And with that, Aladdin saw the marketplace quickly fade from sight.
And he caught onefina glimpse of the three guards, with fearsome
expressionsthat they had lost their quarry. But he also saw the
princess, and in that last instant her mouth turned down in afrown.
Could she be sad because he was gone?

"He blinked, and the marketplace had vanished, and he once again
gtood in the midst of hissmall but tidy home. His mother, after she had
recovered from another faint, listened to this story with al atentiveness,
but frowned when he mentioned the use of thering.

"'But, Mother!" Aladdin objected. 'The ring has again saved me from
certain desth!'

" 'Wdll, perhaps,’ was her reply. ‘But what were you doing in that
marketplace, after dl? And associating with princesses!' Her emphasis
upon the last word made the lad know that his mother did not consider
princessesto be at adl a suitable class of companion for ason asfineas
he.

"But thelad could keep histrue fedings hidden no longer, especidly in
front of someone as dear as his mother. So did hetell her that he had
logt hisheart to this beautiful girl, and his mother, seeing her sonin such



obvious misery, relented at last, and remarked that perhaps certain
princesses, if they were truly as wondrous as her son indicated, might
barely make suitable marriage candidates.

"So it wasthat Aladdin convinced his mother to take his case before
the father of the princess.” He glanced a Harun. "At the palace.”

"Alwaysthe best part of the story,” Harun injected.

"So did the lad's mother prepare hersdf to go in front of the sultan,” the
doryteler continued, "dressng hersalf with finery that Aladdin obtained
by sdlling yet more of the ostentatious dinnerware, and further bearing
fantastic gifts that the mother pointedly did not ask the origins of.

"But, you may ask, would awoman as humble as Aladdin's mother
actually be able to speak doquently enough before the sultan so that
Aladdin might be consdered a suitor?!

"Alas" thevoice of the cavern interrupted, "you will haveto ask that
guestion at some other time. Further control of the weather is beyond
me. | am, quite Smply, too spent to squall.”

And, once again, the thieves heard the voices of the rest of their band
cdling from above.

"l am glad of the divertissement,” the cavern further spoke. "It isdifficult
to get entertainment when you are acave. Tak further about these
things when you have the opportunity. In return for your stories, | shall
show you certain things that you may use to your advantage." The voice
made an odd honking noise that Ali Babaredlized must be ayawn.
"And keep that stone close to you, except that, in time of direst need,
giveit to he who hasthe youngest beard.”

"The youngest beard?' Ali Babaasked, thinking truly it must be an odd
way the magic cavern had to talk about their youngest thief, Achmed.



"That onewho hasjust spoken,” the cave further illuminated, "the one
whose beard has been grown by magic.”

"Me?' Ali Babacaled inwonder.

"Trust me. The other cavelikesyou. It has dlowed you to takeits gold
without twisting you into apretzel. It would like to consider itsdf a
good judge of character.”

Ali Baba frowned, but said no more. He had told no one about the
gold. How could a cave know such things? He supposed it went with
being enchanted.

"But how do weleave?' Achmed asked of the cavern.

"Y ou know your way out of here," the voice replied with a.casua
authority. "All you need isthe magic word."

A magic word that dedlt with caves? Of course! Ali Babawasthefirst
to open hismouth and utter:

"Open, Sesame!”

And with that, a hole opened above them to show brilliant sunlight, and
leading to that space above was anarrow but well-tended Stair.

Thethieves gathered up their belongings, Kassm included, and started
for the exit. Asthey walked, the woodcutter noticed that there was a
low but constant rumbling. It took Ali Babaamoment to discern the
sound's true meaning. The cave was snoring softly.

"Y ou know," Achmed said to Aladdin asthey climbed the airs, "if you
have no more use for that ring, |1 should be glad to take it off your
hends™

"Thering? Oh, yes, | do wear aring, don't 17* But after that, Aladdin



seemed to be much too intent on placing one foot in front of another to
pursue the subject further.

But there was then no more time for conversation, as one by onethe
thieves emerged into the now blinding daylight.

"Ah!" camethe voice of ther chieftain. "Then we have not logt quite as
many aswe have thought!" He clapped hishandsin approvd,
didodging great quantities of sand from hisrobes, so covered that they
appeared more white than black. "Good! | never liketo recruit more
than adozen new thievesat atime.”

One of those thieves pointed down those stairs where Ali Babaand his
companions had emerged. "But they come from an opening in the
earth! Should we not explore the crevice?

Ali Babasguinted a his surroundings. Many of the sand-covered
thieves seemed to have survived the storm, athough he might not be
able to make an exact account until he was able to see more clearly.
However, it was not the thieves he was worried aboui.

"What of thewomen?' he asked in ahoarse voice.

Theleader stiffened before him. "We do not talk about open holesin
the ground in my group of thieves!" He clapped his hands. Two others
ran forward. "Take him away somewhere and split him down the
midde"

"But | only asked that question in case there might be riches below. My
only concern was for the benefit of our band!"

"Very wdl. | shdl be merciful. Y ou may split him apart with hisown
sword."

He turned back to Ali Baba, who wished at that moment that he had
never asked a question of another mortd, ever.



"The women, who are no concern of yours, are quite hedthy," their
chieftain said as he began to brush the sand from hisrobes. "They were
with me." He redoubled his brushing, apparently feding that no further
explanation was necessary. A moment passed, and the leader turned to
face the woodcutter again.

"But | have meant to talk to you," he said in avoice so smooth that the
truth would dip and fal upon it. "I have both unfavorable information
and excdlent wisdom. Which would you like to hear firs?!

Ali Babafdt asthough he were on trid, and the only verdict would be
painful desth. Ali Baba had even alowed himsdlf to relax for amoment
during thetelling of that story, and see what had come of it. Now he
would have to watch his every action, for hislife surely depended upon
it.

The chieftain who liked to remove teeth and fingersfor minor affronts
waswaiting. Which question would athief ask first?

Certainly not about the good. Therefore, Ali Baba asked about the
other, wary with every word:

"I think | would like to know the unfortunate information first"

"Spoken like atrue degenerate!" the leader of thieves remarked. "You
arelearning to fit into our ignoble band with remarkable efficiency!" He
smiled in away that was not particularly pleasant. " The unfortunate
newsisthat the two newest thieves have gained apromotion!”

All Babadtared at the chieftain. If thiswas the worst that would
happen, perhaps he was concerned over naught. "Y es, certain of our
numbers appear to have been lost, or suffocated, or dead with
mysterious stab wounds during this most recent scorm. Therefore, you
are now Thief Number Thirty-three, and your brother in abasket is
Thief Number Thirty-four!™



Wil that was not so bad, at |east except for the part about those
extremely suspicious degths, but that was not Ali Baba'simmediate
concern, for Thief Number One was again watching him expectantly.
The woodcuitter realized he was expected to ask another question.

"And what, O leader," he asked with asomewhat lighter heart than
before, "isthe fortuitous wisdom that you wish to impart?”

Never had the woodcutter seen their leader's smile so broad and deep
aswhen he gave thisanswer: ' Thefortuitous wisdom isthat you will get
to test your mettle in alife-and-death situation. Once we have lost our
mystic number of forty, | aways consder it lessimportant to be
overprotective of my new recruits. Essentidly, at this point, whet is
another thief more or less?’

Asif to punctuate that remark properly, there wafted back into their
midst the screams of the man who had recently mentioned the cave
before his sudden desth.

"Very good," Thief Number One continued. "1 am glad you have
agreed.”

He had? But then, Ali Babacould think of no nonletha dternative.

The chieftain clgpped hishands. "Issue him hissword.”

Two men trotted forward, one with ascimitar in hand. At least they had
taken the time to wipe off the blood. Ali Baba stared at the sharp
ingrument of desth.

"Does he know which end isthe hilt?" the man with the sword asked.
Ali Babaquickly reviewed dl he knew about the sword, which was

which end was the hilt. He grabbed that hilt as he had seen other men
hold a scimitar. The sword jerked about in his hand. He never



suspected a scimitar would be so heavy.

"Well, youwill learn,” said the man who had given up the sword, "or
we will haveto get another sword.”

"Or perhaps another swordsman,” wastheir chieftain'sfinal word on
the subject. "But you should not haveto useit immediately. | think we
can grant you afew hoursto magter it."

"Ho!" came avoice from the other sde of the camp."We have sghted
acaravan! Approaching north-northeast!"

"Then again,” Thief Number One further remarked, " perhaps you will
need itimmediatdly.”



Chapter the Twentieth,

in which caravans are approached,
but little is exchanged.

"What sort of acaravan?' the chieftain cdled to thefar side of the
stones.

"Largel" camethe answer.

At that, the leader's lipstwitched in anticipation. "Camels?' he further
asked.

"Hundredd" wasthereply.

Thief Number One hopped glesfully from foot to foot. ™Y es, you will
most definitely need that sword shortly. But you will need more than
that, won't you?' The chief thief looked at Ali Babaasif they were
sharing asecret. The woodcutter wished he could but guess what that
secret might be.

"Atlag, itistruly timefor you to prove yoursdf!" Thief Number One
chortled. "Not that we want you to sted anything."

Ali Babawas uncertain how to react to this news. They didn't?

"At least not immediately,” the leader continued in explanation. ™Y ou
have agreat honor before you. Y ourswill bethefirst experimental
exploration of our generous Caravan Redigtribution Program. Thus,
you will be giving them gold, not taking it away. Surely, thereisno
problem with that?'

Ali Baba supposed that there wasn't. Maybe he wouldn't need the
sword, after dl. Hetried to swalow, but dl the moisturein histhroat
seemed to have dried up within the sand.

"Of course," the chieftain proceeded, "as soon as you see where they



put your golden gift, you will go and take it away, along with any other
gold and vauables that might have joined your offering.” Themain man
in black coughed gentedlly. "But then, as athief, you should have no
problem with that."

The woodcutter frowned. He supposed he shouldn't have. Why
couldn't he seethelogic in the chieftain's words? He was probably far
too fretful about the use of swords.

The chieftain then proceeded with amuch more complicated
description of what was to come: how he should approach the caravan
with head down, and his gift held before him. Hisineptnesswith a
sword could even be used to his advantage. Who would distrust
anyone who couldn't handle a sword? And when the unsuspecting
merchants had accepted the gift and revealed their own treasures, Ali
Baba, now known as Thief Thirty-Three, would giveasgnd, raisng his
voice for some reason, perhapsto loudly sing the merchants praises.
Once he had done that, the other thieves would manage the rest. With
aplan so smple, there should be no problems whatsoever, should
there?

"Thereis, of course, onething you should know," the chieftain added in
conclusion. "l do not look kindly upon failure.”

Even within hislimited experience among the thieves, thiswas onething
the woodcutter could agree with completely. Ali Baballifted hissword
up and attempted to stick it within his sash without stabbing himsdif.

"O brother!" Kassm cdled from hisbasket. "1 may never seeyou
again. Perhaps| have been too harsh with you. | shdl let your wife
know how you died.”

Thiswasthefirst time Ali Baba could ever remember his brother
gparing him akind word. Was the woodcutter's degth, then, inevitable?

"Y ou do not seem pleased to be going down to that caravan,” the



chieftain further remarked. Ali Babaredized he had not been hiding his
emotionswdll. But then, if he was dready adead man, what did it
metter?

"Do not worry," the chieftain reassured him. "We will not send you
done”

Then al the woodcuitter's fears were for nothing? It would be a
different matter entirely if he were to have ahaf ascore of hardened
thievesashisretinue.

"Thank you, O chieftain,” Ali Babaremarked appreciatively.

But the first among thieves waved away the woodcutter's gratitude.
"Thereisno reason to thank me. It isonly what you deserve." He
waved magnanimoudly at the basket at Ali Babasside. "Y ou may take
your brother with you."

"1?" Kassm squawked from within hiswicker. "But | have no way to
help with the procurement of gold!"

"You arefar too modest,” their chieftain chided. ™Y ou have two good
hands to stedl things and hold weapons, even if those hands aren't
particularly attached to anything. And | can think of no better place to
hide plunder than that basket!"

He chortled at his cleverness, and many of the other thieves laughed
with him. "But every new thief must prove himself within our band." He
patted the basket generoudy. "There are ways to overcome every
hendicap.”

"And one of the best waysto overcome them isdeath,” Thief Number
Two hdf sad, haf whigtled in merriment.

"Ah, second among thieves" his superior said with the same charity of
tone, "do you dtill retain some of your teeth?"



The nearly toothless smile left the lips of the other as he nodded slently.
"Wel, youwill not for long," Thief Number One assured him.

Ali Babadid not know if he could bear to witness another bicuspid
removal in his current emotiond state. He felt compelled, therefore, to
return the subject to its proper place. "Pardon, O first among
cutthroats, but would it not be better for usto complete our
preparations before the caravan passes us by ?'

"You dare?' Thief Number One roared, hisface shading toward the
least attractive hue of purple that the woodcutter had ever seen. But the
chieftain grabbed his beard with both hands, and somehow managed to
quell the storm within him. "No, no, it isnot in our best interestsfor you
to lose any fingers a present, when you aready have such difficulty
holding a sword. We want you to enter into your first test at your very
best. We will be able to make as many adjustmentsto your attitude as
wewish a alater date.”

"The caravan!" came the voice of thelookout at the far end of camp. "It
has dmost reached ugl”

"You say itistimefor our Redigtribution Program,” Ali Baba stated
boldly, for if he were not shortly a dead man, surely hewould be a
maimed one. "What shall | giveto the caravan?'

"Give?' the chieftain replied asif even now he was doubtful asto the
true meaning of that word. "Give. Wdll, yes. My, my. Give. | suppose
wewill haveto take alook a what isavailable.”

He clapped his hands, and seven thieves scrambled to bring forth grest
sacks bulging with the former household goods of Kassm.

"Not al of it!" the chieftain announced sharply. "We need to look at but
alittle. We do not need to dole out the depository!”



Six of the thieves turned abruptly, so that dl but one of the sacks were
taken back to whatever secret and guarded areathey had come from.

"Now-" The chieftain jumped as the thief with the sack leaned the open
top forward. "No, do not empty out the contents of the sack!
Something vauable might get logt inthe sand. And it isdl vauable!
Every cup! Every coin!" He stopped for amoment to clutch his heart
and control his breathing. "No, rather placeit down carefully before
me. | shall examine the contentsin the most cautious of manners.”

The thief with the sack, fearful, at least, for histeeth and fingers,
lowered the sack asif it were composed of the most delicate of crystd.
The leader of the thieves stepped forward and opened the top of the
treasure satchel, his mouth set in an expression of grim persistence, and
began to finger the articlesinsde, one by one, occasionaly bringing one
or another of them to the light above the pouch.

"No, no," he muttered, "too large, far too valuable." He searched for a
while, intergpersing the clanking within the bag with an occasond
comment of "Never" or "Anitem like thiswould be irreplaceabl €’ or
"Over my desiccated corpse.” But then he paused, hislipstrembling as
if he might haveto say theword "give' again.

"Ah," he managed amoment later, "l think | havethe very thing."
"Then you have found the gift?" Ali Babaasked.

"Gift? That is even worse than the other word." The chieftain laughed
nervoudy as he brought forth something from within the bag of riches. It
was adso something so smdl that Ali Baba could not immediately
determineitstrue nature. "Very wdl, wewill give them thistiny gold
eggeup.” The chieftain smiled with the way he had conquered his
decison. "Very tageful, don't you think?!

Ali Baba, who 4till fully measured himsdf to soon be among the deed,



mentioned, "That isgtill not much of agift.”

"What? How dare-" The bandit leader's rage stopped as he saw how
the eggcup becamelost in hisclosed figt. "Oh, | supposeit isnt. Very
well. A gift. My, My." He stared back within the bag. "1 saw alarger
platein herethat | might be able to part with. It wasin extremely bad
tage”

Thislast comment came aslittle surprise to Ali Baba, who was famiiliar,
if at adistance, with the tastes of his brother. The chief of thievesdug
again within the sack, and, with a prodigious grunt, brought forth aplate
of consderable sze and weight.

For perhapsthefirst and only time, Ali Babafound himself in complete
agreement with the leader of the thieves. He might call thisplate
remarkable, but that did not even begin to hint at itstruly overbearing
qudities. Perhgpsit was the gold-inlaid nymphs, chasing each other
around the border, that were too much. Unlessit wasthe eaborately
jewe ed reproductions of everyday life among both farmers and
villagersthat adorned the plate immediately inside those borders. And
then there was that reproduction of the cosmos, using only larger
jewels, of course, for the sun and five planets. But mayhapsit wasthe
etched slver portrait of maidenstaking a bath that tumbled it beyond
the edge of respectability, or could it be that obsidian relief of avase
inlaid at the plate's very center that, when pressed, opened to reved the
name"Kassm" spdled out in diamonds? It was either that, or one of
the half dozen other featuresthat Ali Baba had not yet had the sscomach
to digest. And that, of course, was not even considering the additional
workmanship upon the platter's other side.

Their chieftain pulled hiseyes away from the plate with difficulty. "Yes.
| believe this should be the very gift. The sooner it isout of my sight, the
better.”

"Areyou impugning my tastes?" mentioned Kassm, who, when one
thought upon it, had even lessto lose than his brother.



"When you cometo regarding thisdish, | attempt no opinion
whatsoever," Thief Number One admitted. "There are, after dl, smply
certain thingswhich the mind will not accept.”

"Exactly why | had that plate fashioned!" Kassm stated with pride.
"Although it was a shame that the kilns of my city could not
accommodate any of my large designs.”

"No doubt," replied the chieftain, who now seemed to be attempting
not smply to avoid looking at the plate but to avoid overly touching it
aswdll. "It will certainly make a unique presentation.” He forced himsdlf
to glance back down at the offending platter. "But, before | giveit to
you, perhaps | will pry out a couple of the larger jewels.”

"Ho!" the sentry called from the other Side of camp. "The caravanis
now going awvay!"

The chieftain grabbed the platter and thrust it toward the woodcuitter.
"Oh, very well, take the entire plate, athough | know | shall regret this
generogty when | am degtitutein my old age!™

Ali Babaaccepted the reluctant gift. It was afull four hands across, and
heavy with jewels and inlaid stones. Somehow, he managed to balance
it atop the basket which contained Kassim, and with a powerful groan,
lifted both of them to theleve of hiswais.

Now, if he could somehow manage both his parcels, and negotiate his
way lightly uphill to that ridge beyond which the caravan was currently
disgppearing, he could fulfill that which the chieftain wished.

If only he did not encounter these few smdll problems. How did
somebody walk with ascimitar bouncing againgt hisknee? And his
brother, though now cut into parts, was ill no lighter than when hewas
but a single entity. Even awoodcutter's muscles were strained when
carrying both brother and plate.



And, furthermore, Kassm would not go quietly. "Am | to go out there
unarmed?’

"You areright,” Thief Number One agreed curtly. "Wewill hide ashort
sword in the basket."

So hewould have still more weight? Somehow, Ali Babawould learn
to smileand bear it.

"Use this basket to your advantage,” the chieftain ingtructed as he
deposited the short sword. " Perhaps his parts can search for booty
while you keep the caravan distracted.”

So it wasthat Ali Babawas sent forward to attempt the foul scheme of
Caravan Redigtribution. Somehow, asthe chieftain described it, it all
seemed not only possible but somehow inevitable. As he approached
the caravan, however, the woodcutter began having doubts of an
ever-graver nature. Surely, awise man somewhere hassaid, it is
difficult to befilled with confidence when you are unable to walk

properly.

But he would win no battles with such an attitude. He was thinking the
worst. Perhaps those members of the caravan would give him achance
to talk, and the redistribution would commence quickly, with aslittle
pain as possible. Ali Baba had to remember that not everyone was as
quick to judge asthe leader of theforty thieves.

With that he reached the top of theridge and saw the caravan in the
distance. And, furthermore, the caravan saw him.

"Thieves!" cdled avoice. "Thieves! | would recognize that black robe
and beard anywhere!"

Thiswas not going well. He knew to turn around would mean certain
death. But to go forward seemed to promise a sword between the ribs



aswadll. If only he might be able to speak before larger weapons came
into use, he might have some chance. He wished now that he had the
benefit of the smooth tongue of Marjanah.

As he approached he could hear the merchants and camel drivers
debating. It was odd, after living among men who dressed in nothing
but black, to see men with robes of many colors, and even anumber of
tradersin purest white. Some of those men looked in some way
familiar, so that the woodcutter was certain that they must have sold
their waresin hiscity before. But al other thoughtsfled as Ali Baba
noticed that the debate between the merchants and camel driverswas
occurring with drawn swords. For the briefest of moments, he thought
they might be fighting each other, but the swords seemed to be involved
inagreat ded of waving about in the air and absolutely no clashing of
meta againg metd. There could be only one conclusion from thisturn
of events. The swords were meant for him.

"I tell you, he must be athief," said amerchant. "Who ese wearsthat
sort of black?"

"Either heisathief," agreed another, "or in mourning.”
"Tome," mused one of the camd drivers, "helookslike awoodcutter."

The merchants al had agood laugh at that one. They no longer seemed
to be holding their swords doft.

The camd driver decided to extend hiswitticism. "How could hebe a
thief, unlessthey areletting in woodcutters?'

"Itistruly amazing," one of the merchants agreed, "that he doesn't cut
himsdf with that scimitar.”

Ali Babawastruly astonished. One way or another, he had managed to
convince them of hisinnocence. But that remark concerning mourning
had blessed the woodcutter with a certain idea



"Wearepilgrims," hetherefore caled to the assembled caravan, "upon
aquest!"

"Pilgrims?' one of the merchants called back. "That | might believe of
your unassuming presence. But thereisno holy place nearby.”

There was not? The woodcutter thought there were holy places
everywhere, but perhaps that came from alife of city dwelling. Inthe
desert, there would be no holy places. In the desert, there was only
desert.

But, since there were no holy places, what could his answer to that
observation be? Ali Baba was becoming of adesperate nature.

"That isour quest!" he therefore responded, not sure quite what he
meant.

"To go wherethereisno holy place?' shouted one among the caravan
in agtonishmertt.

Thisat last impressed the merchants. All the swords were reshesthed at
once.

"Y ou mugt betruly holy to have such agoa,” said the camd driver who
had once caled him awoodcutter. "It will take you alifetime, and ill
you will be nowhere. | wish | could summon thet gift of sacrificel”

But this observation had provided the woodcutter with even further
ingpiration. Therefore he said: "It isthat very sacrificethat | wish to
practice now." He bobbed his chin to indicate that which he carried
beforehim. "I have an offering.”

"Ah!" the camd driver cried inddight. " | have dways wanted awicker
basket!"



Thiswas not precisely what Ali Baba had meant. Further, he did not
think they would be so eager to accept the basket if they knew of its
true contents. But he would not discuss those contents, for histask was
not to disgust this group, but to gain their trust.

"Alas, no," hetherefore said. "This basket containsal my worldly
possessions, and the reason for my pilgrimage.” In acertain way, the
woodcutter realized, both those statements were very true. "Insteed, |
have brought you a plate of greet vaue."

With that, he placed Kassim upon the ground and lifted up the large
and ogtentatious offering. The merchants had to shield their eyes, so
bright was the plate benegth the light of the sun. And they continued to
shield their eyes even after Ali Babalowered the angle of the platter,
and the sun was no longer upon them. For the longest of moments
theresfter, the merchants were speechless.

"Surely, you are speaking of some other plate,”" one of the merchants
managed & last.

A second, who seemed to have lost dl the color that had oncefilled his
face, asked: ™Y ou expect usto accept something like that?"

"Butitisof inestimablevaue!" Ali Babatried to look admiringly & the
platein his hands, but found his eyeswould not rest upon it for long,
ether.

"Yes, | would do no estimating at al about thet plate,” one of the
merchants agreed.

"No, no, the parts of that-object might be worth money," one of the
merchants blurted with obvious difficulty, "if they could be properly
removed and all word asto their origins suppressed.”

"Indeed," the camd driver agreed, "we could mdt it down."



"If someone could gaze long enough uponit,” another of the merchants
agreed, "to do so without retching.”

"Of this plate among plates?' Kassm announced loudly from within his
basket. "Thisart among art? Are you impugning my tastes?' Perhaps,
Ali Baba congdered, it was an error in judgment that they should
attempt to give away Kassm's favorite possession.

"What was that?' the camd driver said in astonishment. "That did not
sound at al like you. That voice wasforceful and direct. Now, that
could be the voice of athief!"

"Did you talk then with another voice?' one of the merchants asked
with interest.

"Perhaps heis possessed,” another suggested.

"A pilgrimwho isaso possessed?’ athird merchant called in awe.
"Now, hemugt certainly be holy."

"Or perhaps as crazed asaloon,” the first merchant mentioned.

"Or even further,” the camel driver suggested, "perhapsheisalying
thief."

It was frightening, Ali Babathought, how closethey cameto the truth.

He had better say something further, and as quickly as possible, before
they had timeto continue their thinking.

"Please, take the plate!" he beseeched the members of the caravan. "As
apilgrim, I must make asacrifice!”

"No," thefirgt of the merchantsfirmly replied, "I fed that taking that
plate would be agreater sacrifice."

But Ali Babacould be every bit asfirm, for it was, after dl, hislifeif he



was not. "l must giveyou thisplate,”" he therefore said.

But the merchants continued to be as reasonable as they were
obgtinate. "No, you are a pilgrim,” said the second. "We would not
think of taking something for nothing.”

The third merchant reached into his purse. "Weins st that you teke
these copper coins.

"Andwhileyou areat it," thefirst merchant concluded, "you may keep
theplate”

But Ali Babawould outsmart these clever merchants yet. How could
he accept their money when his hands werefilled with thisugly platter?

"l will place the coinsin the basket for you," the third merchant offered
generoudy. Before Ali Baba could indicate to the contrary, the man
had stepped forward to the basket. It was fortunate indeed that this
merchant only lifted the basket lid to a height sufficient to dide the coins
ingde. Stll, the wise man saysthat good fortune cannot last forever.

"Hey!" Kassm objected asthe coins hit him atop the head.
"What was that noise?' the closest of the merchants asked with afrown.

The woodcuitter attempted asmile. "It isanervous affliction | have
gained from spending too much timein the desert,” he answered,
further adding: "Hey! Hey, hey!" He jumped about abit to add to the
effect.

"Not to mention too much time spent in abasket!" Kassm further
remarked, asif, now that he had found hisvoice, there would be no
way he could cease talking.

"When you are nervous," the first merchant asked, "you produce
another voice from the basket?'



"] swear that sounds like athief," the camd driver concluded, "and a
thief | have known."

Ali Babas hopping did not seem to be having the desired effect.
"Surely," he managed weakly, "you are mistaken." Thiswas not going
at al well. He had not taken asingle step toward the Caravan
Redigtribution. Rather than the vast quantities of gold that hischieftain
wished to discover, al he had seen thus far were afew coins pulled
from this other man'srobe. Therefore, in desperation, he asked: "You
will not take the plate. What will you have from me?”

"Wewill ask the quest-" the camel driver said, asthough he were
thinking of something ese. "Sorry. Rather, do that trick with the basket

agan!”
Kassm was slent for the moment.

"Perhaps," one of the merchants suggested, "we have to drop
something eseindgde. Something larger might work even better, such as
one of those brown gourds, of which we havefilled innumerable sacks."

"Gourds?' Kassim replied rather more loudly than was necessary. "This
isnot atrick! Thisismein my entirety, and temporarily, thisismy
home, and | will not have individuasindiscriminately dropping objects
upon my head!"

But before this conversation could progressto any further point, there
came agreat cry from the distant ridge.

"We appear to be under attack," the came driver observed.

Ali Babaturned about, and saw the remainder of theforty thieves, all
mounted on their jet-black stallions, rapidly traversing the sand.

"Y ou have given thesgnd!" their chieftain called from where herode a



thar front. "Now we shal sed!"

"Thieves!" the members of the caravan cried asthey ran about the
camds. "Thieved"

Thiswasthe very least that the woodcutter might have expected. But
there didn't seem to be the usua level of moaning, pleading, and genera
misery that might attend a potential massacre of this sort, dmogst asif
the shouts were somehow rehearsed. And not asingle member of the
caravan had yet drawn asword, but instead al seemed intent upon
running, again not in those usua meaningless circles, but instead to two
very definite directions upon ether side of the caravan, dmogt asif they
wished the thievesto ride unimpeded into their middle.

Why was Ali Baba of the opinion that everything here was not precisdy
what it seemed?



Chapter the Twenty-first,
in which there are certain reversals of fortune,
in the most literal sense.

"Whereisthe gold?' the primary among thieves demanded as he pulled
his horse up before Ali Baba

"I believe there is something you should know," Ali Babareplied,
looking back and forth to those members of the caravan disappearing
behind their camds.

"Thereisno timefor explanationd" Thief Number One demanded.
"Thereisonly timefor gold!"

Ali Baba had had enough of this. He had not spent hisentirelifein
honest |abor to the belittled by aman such asthis. "I might have been
ableto procure your gold if not for your untimely charge!™

"What untimely charge? We responded to your sgna!”
"It wasnot my sgnd,” Ali Babareplied bellingerently.

"It was mine!" Kassm shouted, for once coming to his brother's
defense. "1 will not have things dropped upon my head.”

"Thisisso?" their chieftain shrieked as he found a new, basket-encased
focusfor hisanger. "l do not dlow such effrontery, no matter what they
are dropping upon your head. | shdl drop your head! | shal have your
pieces cut up into pieces!™

But Kassm was even more angry than Ali Baba. "Why do you
bother?' he asked in derision. "This scheme of yourswill never work.
They knew my brother was athief from the moment they set their eyes
upon him!"

"Isthiss0?" Thief Number One asked in surprise, asif thisthought had



never previoudy occurred to him. "Then dressing in black is, for once,
adisadvantage?' Thisideawas apparently so fundamentally opposite

to the purpose of hisentire life that he appeared shaken. "Perhapsitis
timefor acounsd!"

Ali Babatook this pausein their leader's ostracizing to look about him.
At present, though they were gtill surrounded by camels, he could not
see asingle human among them. Might this abbsence be amore
important topic for discusson?

"Pardon-" he attempted to spesk.

"A counsdl!" Thief Number Two immediately cried. "A counsd! A
coun-" He abruptly paused at alook from his leader.

"The Caravan Redigtribution Program is not working!" Thief Number
One stated abruptly.

The Thief once known as Achmed stepped forward in response to that.
"Perhaps we need to revise our approach,” he reasoned. "Too many
people know of theforty thieves."

Their leader seemed to take umbrage at this, even in the midst of
counsdl. "We are feared throughout the land!™

"My point precisaly,” Achmed agreed. "How, then, can wetak these
people into accepting our program? Y ou do not have polite
conversations with those feared throughout the land.”

Their chieftain frowned at this. " This subterfuge busnessisatricky
thing. | will haveto think upon it. But thisisacounsel! Better-yet, we
will dl think about it."

"Perhaps," Harun suggested as he warmed to the idea,"we can learn
something from my earlier years among the higher classes. Instead of
going to the caravans, we can have the caravans cometo us. Then, asa



first step toward achange in our image, have a series of Brigand
Hospitdity Socids, serve chilled rose water and small cakes"

Whatever further planning there might have been waslost benesth a
fearsome and bloodcurdling cry as ahundred men dressed in white
rose up about them.

Oh, yes, Ali Babathought as he saw the hundred brandish their
scimitars, thiswas the very sort of thing he had wished to discuss. He
wondered if it was now perhapstoo late.

"We are surrounded!” the first among thieves mentioned for the benefit
of any of those who had not bothered to look."But we will not
surrender without afight!™

The man whom Ali Baba had taken for acamd driver threw hishead
back and laughed. "Fight and be destroyed! We have threetimes as
many swordsasyou! And al of my men know how to use their

wespong"

"Wdll, thereisthat,” Thief Number One agreed after glancing briefly at
Ali Baba "But we shdl resst!"

"And | have not yet introduced you to our bowmen," continued the man
who could no longer be considered acame driver. Theline behind him
parted to show haf adozen men dressed in blinding white and armed
with crossbows. "Therefore can my bowmen pick your thieves off at
will, and there will be no way that your thieves may touch usl™

"Thereisthat, too,” Thief Number One acknowledged. "But we can
make no end of surly remarks as you take us prisoner!”

The surrender thus negotiated, the thieves waited as the hundred menin
white moved forward to take them prisoner. Even then, however, Ali
Baba noted that the first among thieves was not overly upset, and
instead seemed to be involved with an exchange of knowing looks with



that dark-complexioned thief that Ali Baba had remarked upon
previoudy.

"Y ou may wonder who might be bold and brilliant enough asto capture
theforty thieves?' theformer camd driver asked. "Allow meto remove
my disguise." He proceeded to tear away layer after layer of brown rag
until he revealed robesthat, if possible, were of an even whiter hue than
al thosearound him.

"ItisGohal" Kassm remarked from his position within the wicker.

"It feels S0 good to be recognized,” Kassm's former boss
acknowledged, "and even better to return to my signature white." He
waved gracioudy in the direction of Ali Baba "And | do rather
gppreciate that trick you do with the basket."

Ali Bababriefly considered revealing the secret of the basket, but
decided that Goha might not appreciate the fact that an employee of his
now resided therein in Sx separate parts. And hisfree movement was
currently in the process of being further restricted by other menin white
and numerous ropes, so that whatever revelations he might have would
of necessity be kept to himsaif.

"Waich carefully and quietly,” Aladdin whispered to Ali Babassde.
"We might get our chance for freedom.”

"You!" thefirgt among thievescried in fury asapair of burly menin
white wrestled him to the ground.

"Pardon mewhilel change my robes," was Gohasonly reply. "My last
st has been sullied by camd spittle.”

Other members of the brothel keeper's retinue rushed forward with the
spotless replacement garments, and had the robes changed in mere
seconds.



"Much better,"” Goharemarked as he straightened the creases upon his
deeves. "When oneis preparing to gloat over hisconques, itisso
important to be dressed properly.”

He clapped his hands. "But what would a conquest be without spoils?
Let usseewhat isin those sacks!”

Thefirst among thieves cried wordlesdy, asif the very mention of the
contents of those sacks stabbed him in the heart.

"Thereisnothing inthisone," one of the men in white called back, "save
vegetables.”

"Perhaps these are not thieves, after dl," Goha said with asmile.
"Perhapsthey arefarmers.”

Thistimethe cry from the first among thieveswas equa parts anger and
anguish. Hishands now tied behind him, Ali Babafound himsalf herded
with agroup of thievesto one side of their horses and the sacks of
booty.

"Find what isin the other bagd™ Goha demanded.

"Thisoneisfilled with anything but vegetables" another of themenin
white called. "The sack isfilled with large and ostentatious items made

of gold!”

"Aha" Gohashouted in triumph. "At lagt, you will give mewhat |
desarvel”

"The workmanship on these thingsis hideous,” the other man in white
further announced. "One might dmost imagine these things once
belonged to Kassm!”

"Alas" Gohasaid with asigh, "he spesks of one of my valued
employees, who has now been lost to us.”



"Isthat s0?" the voice came from the basket. "And yet, nothing may last
forever."

"That trick with the basket again?' Goha acknowledged. "Whilel
appreciate your attempt to cheer usdl, nothing can take the place of a
comrade who is no longer among us."

"Perhaps,” the basket further remarked, "I have information that may be
of vauetoyou."

"Might that be 307" Gohainquired. "We do wish we might find him, so
that we might torture and kill him for desertion.”

"But what do | know?" the wicker confessed. "I am naught but a
basket."

M ore shouts came from Gohal's minions as they found more sacksfilled
with gold. Their leader seemed ever more pleased with himsalf. But he
gtill was somehow not relaxed, as he shifted from foot to foot and
looked from time to time at the leader of thethieves, asif there were
gtill someritud that had to be performed before histriumph could be
complete.

Gohawalked forward at |last toward the first among thieves. "But thisis
much too fine an opportunity to restrict mysdf to mere gloating.” He
looked down to where the other man had been forced to his knees.
"There are certain choice items of information which | doubt the
members of your band have become acquainted with."

He glanced first at the thieves huddled together in two separate groups,
then at al the men in white who guarded those in black. "Know you
this, dl those present: Once, thieving and brothel keeping were kept
under one tent. Once, the master of thieves and the master of brothels
worked together as one. That iswhen | gained the name of One
Thumb'-he held up the hand that was so transformed-"and that is



wherethe leader of the thievesrecaeved hisname aswel."
All the thieves gasped as one.

"Never has such athing been reveded!” Harun confided in aharsh
whisper. "Thief Number One has always been Thief Number Onel”

"Oh, thisis such fun," Goha chortled. He paused with grest meaning
before adding, "Isn't it, Grubby Sheets?"

"Grubby Sheets?' thefirst among thievesroared. "How dareyou! Itis
such-such an unfair name! How can one possibly keep hislaundry
clean when oneisaways thieving on the road?"

"Thus, no doubt," Gohadlowed gracioudy, "your change of attire.”

Thief Number One nodded grimly, attempting to save the last scraps of
hisdignity. "Black robes show nothing.”

"Not even blood?' Goha asked.
All the thieves gasped again.

"Y ou do not think we would be satisfied with this gold, which, though
fairly subgtantid in quantity, is extremely hideousin execution?'

"Areyou impugning-" Kassm began before he thought better of it.

"Y ou werewiseto stop,” Gohasaid softly to Ali Baba. "There will be
plenty of time for basket jokes when our businessisfinished. That is, if
you gtill have abasket, or avoice.

He turned back to their leader, whom Ali Baba, and no doubt dl the
rest of the band, were attempting very diligently not to think of as
"Grubby Sheets”



"But | do not wish to makeidlethreats" One Thumb further mentioned.
"I wish dl my threatsto be quite substantia." He kicked out afoat,
gpraying sand over Grub-Thief Number Oné'srobes. "I have dways
felt, when asking questions, one should start a thetop.”

"You see, we are privy to other information, and we know thisto be
only the beginning of your gold, for before Kassm disappeared, he had
mentioned a cavefilled with untold riches!"

Ali Babafelt no surprise. He could always depend upon his brother to
give away every secret. Y e, at this moment, the basket was strangely
glent.

"Y ou expect to torture me?' Thief Number One said with alightness of
tone that was sure to mean defiance.

"Oh." Gohashook his head sadly. "Oh, no. Nothing assimple as
torture. | know you too well from our past association to expect you to
respond to meretorture. No, | think we shal begin with hours of
generd derison. Then | will tell anumber of embarrassing tories about
your childhood. Thiswill befollowed by alisting of every bad decision
you ever made during thet time when you werein my employ. Only
then, once you have been totally broken down, will we be so gentle as
totortureyou."

But Goha's most recent bout of gloating wasinterrupted by another
shout from one of hismen. "Thereis even more than gold! | have found
somewomen! And they are beautiful women!”

At that, Gohalaughed again. "Excellent. The brothel can dwaysusea
few new recruits." He winked broadly at those around him. "Those
aready in my employ haveto work so diligently, it agesthem
prematurdy.”

"The brothd ?' Achmed said near Ali Baba's ear. Never!"



"Quiet out therel” One Thumb declared as he pointed hisforefinger a
Ali Babas group of thieves. "Wewill, of course, haveto test the
women persondly, once we have removed oursaves from thiswild
dimae”

Achmed made a stirangled noise that came from deep inside.

"Should your magter refuse to spesk,” One Thumb continued, "or
should he die before he gives us the information we require, we shal
return for each of you. Thereis nothing for you to look forward to,
savetorture and death!”

"Comel" Gohasaid to those around him. "It istimeto ridicule and
deride!"

Ashewaslifted from hisfeet, the chieftain twisted about to look at the
most mysterious of the thieves. "The plan!™ was dl he managed.

"Remember my warnings" Goharemarked asthey dragged the
struggling leader of the thievesto atent that must have been recently
congtructed. "Torture and death! And that only if we decideto be
meraful!"

So it wasthat the two groups of thieves were |eft there upon the sand,
with only apair of sentriesto guard them.

"We have been left out herein the night,” Aladdin remarked.

"I our leader will not speak”"-Harun shuddered-"then we shall dl be
tortured, one by onel”

"Left out inthenight,” Aladdin further remarked, "to get our mindsfrom
our troubles.”

"In the sure knowledge that dl our gold isforfeit,” Achmed added in
not the most chearful of tones, "and those sweet women within our



troop will shortly be severely abused!”

Y es! Thewomen! Ali Baba had not truly considered the meaning of
One Thumb's discovery. What would such a man do to Kassm's wife?
Far worse, what would he and his men do to Marjanah?

"Left outinthenight," Aladdin even further remarked (surely, hewasa
man whose camd had but asingle hump!), "to tell stories!”

Faced by that singleness of purpose, the other thievesredlized that
further resstance was usdless.

"I, for one, am looking forward to this," another voice added. "On with
thetdling!”

It took the woodcutter amoment to redlize that voice had come from a
certain stone that resided in Aladdin's pack.

Aladdin cleared histhroat in preparation.

Ah, well. Even Ali Baba supposed there might be aworse way to
spend hisfind night.



Chapter the Twenty-second,
in which Ali Baba becomes annoyed that
a subsidiary story is taking up so much of the plot.

"So it wasthat the younger Aladdin,” his older sdf began again, "sent
his mother forth with great expectations of marriage to the beautiful
princess.

"But nothing isso Smpleasit might first gppear, and Aladdin'slife was
no exception to thisrule. For, asyou might recal, the evil magician had
returned to Morocco, where he had stored his greet library of
sorcerous knowledge and the many arcane devices that made him
preeminent in hisart. And, when he consulted these many spellsand
philters, he discovered that the boy Aladdin had not perished in the
cave asthe magician had first thought, but had used the djinni of ring
and lamp to bring about alife of great comfort for himsdlf and his
mother, and further did thislad look forward to improving hislife by
union with aprincess.

"Now, nothing in al of thisworld or the next infuriates awizard more
than when that wizard makes amistake, and so it was with thisfoul
mage, as he rained curses upon the fair Aladdin and his hardworking
mother and the entire country of Chinain which they did dwell. But
curses did not buy the duckwort, and so it was that he decided to
return to that city where Aladdin did gtill reside and wrest the
al-powerful lamp from him forever. It wasin short, the dire and evil
wizard thought, time for another journey.

"But Aladdin and his mother knew nothing of thisill omen and so went
about their smple plans. Therefore did Aladdin take what money
remained from the sale of dinnerware, and ouitfitted his mother in the
finest manner availablein dl that city. And further did he have his
mother take afine white plate, and upon that plate did he put dl those
fantagtic fruitsthat he had taken from the enchanted cave. Surely, they
were of such novelty and beauty that the king would take notice and
hear his mother's petition.



"So it wasthat his mother went to the grand audience of theking, inthe
great hdll of the king's paace." Aladdin paused then, and waited for
Harun's approval, but the elder thief had been so taken by those recent
events surrounding their capture that he did not appear to be truly
lisgening. Therefore, the other thief continued without further interruption:

"Then did hismother stand in that line where the various petitioners
waited to give their offerings. And, as she heard the king and the grand
vizier discuss those offerings before her, then did the woman's head
begin tofill with doubts.

"'Ah, amere golden tray, said the king of thefirst gift. Tossit inthebin
with al the others of itskind. The petition? Y es, yes, hand it to my
vizier. What have we next? A diamond without compare? Very nice. |
shal put it in this bucket here with those jewels of asmilar nature.
Petitionto thevizier. And let uslook at thisnext lovely gift. Why, itisa
marvelous mechanica bird, made of rare metdls and finejewds, which
opensits mouth to sng and flapsitswings upon its perch. You are
agtonished that | may discern so much with only alook? That iswhy |
am king. Place that over on yonder table, with the seven others of its
like. Hand over the petition and off the dai's, please. And what have we
here?

"With that, the mother of Aladdin redlized that she wasthat next
petitioner about whom the king must then be referring. And while she
desired at that instant to be abird hersalf so she might not haveto
confront the king with so little a gift asthese child'stoys, so did her fear
root her feet to the ground and her gaze to her toes, so that she looked
like nothing so much as awoman who knew the proper mode of
supplication before the monarch.

"And the king, much impressed by her courtly demeanor, spokeina
gentler voice than he had used on those who had passed by before.

""What would you of me, kind mother? he asked.



"'| would only that you accept this poor offering that | bring to you from
my son," was her quiet reply, ‘and further give amoment to his petition,
for it comesfrom hisheart.’

"'Certainly, kind mother,' the king replied, for who cannot obey a
mother when she asks a question so? 'Will you not show me what you
have brought?

"And with that, Aladdin's mother lifted off the cloth with which she had
covered her offering, and brought forth the platter cluttered with the
marvelousfruit. And she was quite astonished with the reaction this
revelation received, not only from the king and vizier but fromthe
immediate court about them, for everyone joined in gasping as one.

"Then did both the king and vizier marve at her gift, and she recelved
thefirst inkling of the true nature of what she held in her hands. For
these were far more than toys upon that tray, and in fact, were so
wondrous and va uable that even awoman as pure of heart as
Aladdin's mother had a passing wish that she had put a couple of them
asdefor her even more elderly years.

" 'Never have | seen such jewels," said the ruler when he was done with
his extensve marveing. Truly, they shall make me aking among kings.
But what of your petition?

"With that, Aladdin's mother held out the small scrap of parchment on
which she had written her son'swishesin her cramped and fatigued
hand. 'Hereitis, O mightiest of kingdl' she said to him, casting down
her eyes as she thrust the paper forward. 'Please read this most humble
of requests at your leisure.’

"But the king shook his head, saying, 'We will have none of that, kind
mother. When we are presented with such a gift, our curiosity demands
that you speak your petition aloud and at once!’



"So did Aladdin's mother, with trembling voice, relay her son'swish,
that he be granted the hand of Princess Badabadur in marriage. Many
in the court gasped again at the audacity of such arequest, but the king
continued to smile upon her even when she was done.

"'But who isthis Aladdin, the vizier cautioned, for he had been hired by
the king for that very reason, 'and why have we not heard of him
before?

"But the king would have none of this caution, and replied insteed, 'l
look with favor upon alad who does not make much of himsdlf in
public, and instead spends histime seeking out jewels such astheseto
giveto hisking. I can think of no better man to marry the princess.’
And, in alower voice, he confided to hisvizier, When you know aman
who produces the likes of these, it isbest to kegp him in the family.'

"So did the king give Aladdin's mother leave to go, and share the
wonderful newswith her son. And the king further informed her that the
wedding should take place as soon as arrangements could be made,
which would be in one week'stime.

"Now, when Aladdin heard the good news from his dear mother'slips,
he went almost mad with joy. He decided he could no longer stay
within the confines of his modest home, and instead resolved to spend
onefina evening with the friends of his childhood so that he might have
one last game of kick the fez before he was famous and exdted forever.

"Then was Aladdin's mother |eft home done, and perhaps al would
have remained well, for her husband had died many years before, and
she was quite used to spending timein solitude. But this evening was
different, for amere hour before, the wicked mage from Morocco had
returned to their city, and had resolved that he would stop at nothing to
obtain the magic lamp.

"Therefore, he strode through the streetsin that quarter of the city
where Aladdin and his mother dwelled, disguised asa sdller of lamps,



and shouted in hisloudest voice:
" 'New lampsfor old! New lampsfor old!'

"And Aladdin's mother, at this very moment, had become fretful,
whether in reaction to her own experience or through the vile
machinations of awizard's spell, it isimpossibleto say. She began to
think of the fine palace she had vidted that day, and the many fine gifts
that had been put before the king. No doubt, the gifts would be even
grander on that day when her son would marry the princess. But what
kind of gift could she, a once poor woman from a poor quarter of the
city, give that would in any way match those other fabulous presents
from far places and distant lands?

"Then did she hear the magician'scry.
" 'New lampsfor old! New lampsfor old!

"That, she thought, might be the very gift. Her son seemed so fond of
hisold lamp. He was very attached to it for some reason. She could
not remember precisaly why. She did recdl that it had something to do
with her fainting. But surely her dear son would keep nothing in the
house that would cause her to faint? And how much more becoming
would be anew lamp! If her son treasured that beaten piece of copper
refuse in the corner, how much happier would he be with aprigtine
lantern of modern manufacture.

"'New lampsfor old!' camethe cry again. 'New lampsfor old!’

" She opened the door, and there, immediately without, wasthe lamp
sdesman, dmost as though he had known what actions she would take.
When he amiled, helooked somehow familiar, but she could not
remember where or how she had seen that face before, for therewas
sorcery at work.

"So sudden was the appearance of the wizard that she took a step



back in fright. Perhaps anew lamp was not the perfect gift, after al.
She reached, forward to close the door. But the lamp sadesman had
acted first, and put hisfoot within that space between the door and the
wall.

" 'New lampsfor old!" he said in amerry tone. 'New lampsfor old!'

"Now, Aladdin's mother had lived for many years, and waswiseto the
ways of the marketplace. There was but one way to properly remove a
foot from adoor. So it was that she relented, and resolved to listen to
at least abit of the man's presentation before she pushed him from the
door.

" Tell me, then,' she said, 'about these new lamps.’

"With that, the magician smiled the most ingratiating of smiles, and
began such atorrent of wordsthat Aladdin's mother found it impossible
to put two thoughts together in her head, much less speak those

thoughts.

" 'Look at thiswondrous lamp!’ the mage said as he held forth asample
of hiswares. 'Bright, shiny, and new, it will do al thingsthat your old
lamp did and more. It comeswith our exclusive adjustable flame. And
aspecid compartment in the back where you might store extrawicks,
aswdll as our specid cleaning cloth, aready coated with afine layer of
ash to make that polishing take mere minutes!’

"Thislamp that the sller held in his hands did seem like awondrous
thing; that much Aladdin's mother had to admit. Y et something il
bothered her. Wasn't there some quality of her son'slamp that she
should remember?

" 'And, wondrous asthislamp is,' the seller continued, ‘it will cost you
next to nothing. Because of the graciousness of thislamp's

manufacturer, | am currently ableto takein exchange any lamp within
this household, with no further monies owed by you. Y es, though you



may be astonished a my inducement, | will happily accept any lamp
whatsoever, even that extremely tarnished object | see back in the far
corner.’

"Aladdin's mother looked upon that lamp the seller had indicated, and
frowned. Truly, the man must have remarkable eyesto see that dull
lamp lost in shadows! Oh, yes, sherecalled it now. That lamp had
something to do with her son. She had tried to clean that lamp, hadn't
she? Why had she never finished with its polishing? The tarnish upon it
must have been too heavy. It was surely too much of abother. But why
could she not remember it clearly? And what had she been thinking
about her son amoment before? Was age affecting her mind aswell as
her bones?

"But it was not age that was confusing her, but the sorcerer's spells. As
surely as he had entered that house with but one thought in mind, the
procurement of the lamp and its djinni, so had he arranged his spells so
that any thought concerning this one specia object would be beyond
the woman's comprehension.

"A new lamp? Aladdin's mother murmured, so befuddied now that she
could not shape her words into a sentence. "1 have doubts-such a
decison.”

"'Itisno decison a al. Merdly pick up that lamp,’ the sdller suggested
asthough that might be die most naturd thing in theworld.

"Somehow, Aladdin's mother felt the cool copper in her hands. Yes,
she had held this lamp before. Hadn't it produced a great quantity of
smoke? She wondered, somehow, if she could attempt to polish it

again.

" 'Merdy givethelamp to me, the seller suggested asif that would be
the only truly sensible course of action.

"Somehow, shefound anew lamp within her hands. The shock of this



amost brought the elderly woman to her senses.

" 'But,’ she asked of the lamp sdller, ‘what shall | tell to my son,
Aladdin?

" "Trust me,' the lamp seller replied before she could frame her thoughts
further. 'Between these two lamps, there will be no comparison.’

"And with that, the lamp seller was gone so quickly that Aladdin's
mother had no knowledge of hisleaving.

"And so did Aladdin lose the lamp, and with it dl his dreams of
happiness, for the wizard, vengeful man that he was, used that very
lamp to lure away Aladdin's own true love. But the boy resolved that
he would get that lamp again, and with it the fair Princess Badabadur!"

"That isit?" Ali Babademanded. "It isnot avery happy ending.” Now
that he thought of it, if matters kept to their present course, none of
their sorieswould have happy endings.

"I know not of happy endings,” Aladdin said with aragged qudity to his
voice. "l only know thetruth! And the truth wasthat | went searching
for that lamp, and came to be captured by the forty thieves."

"Actualy,” said the degp tones of the stone which resided among
Aladdin's belongings, "there was a very refreshing note of tragedy
within that story. | may have spent millenniaas apart of acave, but |
dill know very little of tragedy."

"Asarock," Achmed added with afrown,"l would not expect that you
would know much about anything.”

"Actudly," replied the stone, his voice betraying the dightest bit of hurt,
"| am agreat authority on sedimentation.”

"l am surethat isthe sort of topic that might keep us fascinated for



hours," the thief answered. He nodded at some of their fellows, who
had aready nodded off during the long telling of Aladdin'stae.

"Achmed?' another voice caled from the other side of their group of
prisoners. "1 would recognize that tone of voice anywhere. Isthat you?'

"Isthat Sinbad?' Achmed asked in return.
The other voice assured Achmed that he was indeed Sinbad.

"Itisgood to find you again, Achmed,” Sinbad further said. "It isso
difficult to recognize people when everyone wears abeard.”

"We have found oursdvesin another avkward situation,”" Achmed
acknowledged.

"We arethirty-four,” Sinbad mentioned. "They are one hundred and
twelve"

"Sinbad has dways had a gift for numbers,” Achmed explained.
"Sometimes, asin our present Stuation, | wish that he did not.”

"We have known worse," Sinbad rgjoined. "At least we have escaped
from the Queen of the Apes!” He shivered, dthough the evening was
still reasonably warm. "But | have spoken up for more reason than to
become reacquainted. | wish to speak to the one once known as
Aladdin, and shdl be known as Aladdin again, for | have aplan by
which we shdl al regain our names."

"Y our facility for figures has put grand ideas within your heed, then?'
Achmed asked lightly.

But Sinbad answered in al seriousness. "Only ideasthat | know may
be brought to fruition. You see, | believe | know the location of
Aladdin'slamp.”



Chapter the Twenty-third,
in which things begin to jump
and people do aswell.

Until that moment, the woodcutter had not redlized he had been drifting
off toward deep. But then he heard of Aladdin's lamp. Here was
something to cause Ali Babafirst to awaken and then apprehend his
attention. Here was amagic lamp complete with djinni, something even
greater than dl the gold within hiskitchen. Perhaps herewas away to
save himsdlf and hisfdlow thieves, not to mention Kassm'swife and
Marjanah besides.

"Y ou know of thelamp?' Aladdin demanded. "Isit somewhere safe?"
"l can think of no place safer!” Sinbad said reassuringly.
"And will that place be readily accessible?' Aladdin further asked.

"Wl should we be able to escape from our bonds, we will be ableto
reach the Ste easly enough. Regaining the lamp might be atrifle more
difficult.”

From the distant tent, the thieves dl heard arepeated chant:
"Grubby Sheets! Grubby Sheets! Grubby Sheets!"

There was a hoarse shout of defiance, and then the chanting began
anew.

Ali Babalooked over at their two guards, who had built asmal fireto
protect them from the approaching chill of the night. For sometime,
they had been involved in agame known as hump the camd, which
seemed to involve agreat ded of rolling of dice on one guard's part and
agreat losng of dinars on the part of the second guard, aong with
periodic criesof "l have been humped!" Aslong asthey believed the
thieves were tied, these two would be no trouble.



"Where, then, ismy lamp?* Aladdiningsted.

Sinbad frowned at the two guards, and at the tent beyond. "1 will tell
you when we are away from here. | do not wish the incorrect people to
overhear."

"Thisisal very encouraging,” Achmed interjected, "but thereis till the
matter of our entourage being held prisoner by armed guards. We will
need swords to cut our ropes, and further protect ourselves against
whatever number of Gohals men confront us."

"Then we aretrapped here forever!" Aladdin stated in not the most
positive of tones.

"Well, thereisacertainring,” Achmed alowed, "that might help usif its
owner might acknowledgeitsorigins.”

Aladdin looked at him in noncomprehension, asif theword "ring" were
entirely foreign to hisvocabulary.

"If you do not wish to rubit,” Achmed further stated with some
annoyance, "hold out your hand and | will be happy to do so."

But, rather than holding out his hand, Aladdin recoiled in horror. "1 do
not engagein such activities! | was soon to be amarried man!”

Ali Baba, who was none too sure of the exact course of this
conversation, had thought of another way through this dilemma.

"I canthink of one," hetherefore said, "whose arms are free, perhaps
more freethan hewould like." And with that, he called to the basket
some haf dozen paces distant, cast aside by men in white who did not
discernitstrueimportance. "Kassm!"

"Hmm?" said his brother in the basket, asif he, too, might have drifted



off to that land of dreams. "I am not surethat | am presently conversing
with anyone. It was not enough that | was cut into pieces, certainly not!
And then al my worldly goods were taken from me, but that was not
theend of it, either! Now peopleinpugn my taste? There are Smply
certain thingstoo odiousto bear.”

"But the guards pay no attention to us," Ali Babareplied quickly. He
smultaneoudy glared at Achmed before the lad could make some
comment concerning owners of particular plates who would certainly
be familiar with the odious. Achmed only smiled and shrugged.

"Thisisour chanceto escape,” heinssted to his brother. "With your
help, we may be free of thisplace.”

"l am not surethat | am interested,” Kassm replied sharply. “To free
you, my partswill haveto crawl over some quantity of sand. Besides
what unpleasantness that might cause to my wounds, | sland amuch
greater chance of discovery. If thereisonething | do not desire, itisto
have my parts chopped into parts. Perhaps you should request help
from someone whose tastes more resemble your own."”

The woodcutter glanced over at their guards, but both had turned to
listen to anew chorus of "Grubby Sheets! Grubby Sheetsl" from the
tent beyond.

"But with your help,” Ali Babainssted of hisbrother, "we may regain
Aladdin'slamp!"

"Inthis" the voice from the wicker acknowledged, "our tastes might
meet at last. Isthislamp everything that the thief hassaid it is?"

"l have seen no limit to its power," Aladdin admitted.

"Then the lamp could make me whole again?' Kassm asked, renewed
hopewithin hisvoice.



"Who isto say what the djinn can or cannot do,” Aladdin admitted,
"but considering they can trangport you through solid ground or
produce great quantities of food and gold within an instant, | imagine
they might reassemble you within an ingtant.”

"At the very least,” Achmed added before Ali Babacould glare at him
again, "he should be ableto conjureablind tailor.”

"One hasto alow for alarge range of tastesin thisworld,” Kassm
admitted. "Do you think the darknessis sufficient to cover my
movements?'

Ali Babalooked about. Night had indeed fallen as they had conversed,
and now there was naught but athin band of red at the very horizon.
"There should be no trouble," hereplied. "The guards eyeswill be
blinded by the brightness of their fire, and they should belooking for no
trouble from a basket.”

"Grubby Sheetd" camethe cal from the distant tent. " Grubby Sheets!”

"No!" wasthe answer from the first among thieves. "l can bear no
morel"

"Y ou know," the stone spoke from within Aladdin'sbelongings, "this
new activity sounds even moreinteresting than telling stories. | redly
should send out parts of me more often."”

Kassm grunted softly from where the basket sat. "'Y ou will haveto
pardon meamoment,” hesad, the strain evident in hisvoice. "Thelid is
placed upon here very tightly. | am afraid | pulled it down &fter |
received those coins upon the head. Thus must | pay for my own anger.
| believe, to extricate mysdf from my present predicament, | believel
shdl haveto tip mysdlf over. It will take meamoment while | swving my
ams”

"Takeyour time," Achmed cdled. "We can dwaystak to the sone.”



"I'll have you know," the rock replied haughtily, "that | have many areas
of interes.”

"Sedimentation,” Achmed agreed.
"Perhgps," Kassm mentioned, "if | dso swing my legs."

The basket teetered back and forth. The guards were busy with their
game and took no notice.

"I know afair piece about fossisaswell," the rock mentioned jauntily.

Ali Baba heard another yell. At first, he thought thisnoise aso
originated from the tent, but, with a second cry, he realized the
commotion originated among the other cluster of thieves.

"I can talk about magmafor hours,”" the rock volunteered.

"I dmogt haveit,” Kassm called. His basket rocked wildly back and
forth, but somehow till managed to remain upright. Fortunate were
they that there was a disturbance among the other thieves, for the
guards atention was turned in that direction. "Tip over, tip over, tip
over, tip over!" he urged the basket.

"Perhaps | could share some of the stories of gdagmites| have
known," the rock concluded. "Say, do | hear some noise?!

"Ahal" Kassm cried in triumph as his basket tipped fully over,
didodging thelid & the sametime. "Now | can go about my business!”
And with that, his various parts began to crawl forth.

Ali Babadecided, even after hisprior familiarity with the current state

of hisbrother, he till did not want to watch the action across the sand.
He instead turned his attention to the other group of thieves, who now

seemed to be shouting with some regularity as an eerie green glow



erupted in their midst.

The odd illumination was attracting the attention of everyone. This, the
woodcutter decided, was agood sign. However, the unnaturd light and
the noise it caused among the guards and other thieves was bringing
reinforcements from around the distant tent. This, the woodcuiter
decided, was not that good asa sign.

But the cries redoubled with what happened next. For the green glow
rose above the others until the woodcutter could seeit took the shape
of aman.

"Itisawizard!" Aladdin cdled, saying the thought thet dl of them
shared.

And with that, the wizard laughed, and flew in agreet loop above the
guards and prisoners, so that he passed directly above Ali Babaand
those huddled about him.

"Itis my wizard!" Aladdin further redized.

The magician whom Aladdin now recognized flew on toward the tent,
and swooped down among the flaps to arenewed series of screams
and cries of darm from within. He reemerged but an instant later, but
thistime he carried the chieftain of dl thethieves.

" See whose sheets are soiled now!" the first among thieves exclaimed
triumphantly to those below, as the magician and his passenger rose
swiftly beyond the range of One Thumb's bowmen.

There was amoment when al stared in wonder at the magical escape.
And then that moment passed, and the men in white were among Ali
Baba and his companions.

"Do not entertain any idea of escapel” they caled. And further: "We
will know the location of the gold, even if we must torture every one of



youinturn!”

But more had changed here than amere escape. Now that the wizard
was gone, Ali Babaredlized he might escape from these minions of
One Thumb, shave off hisbeard, and someday resumeanormd life.
Harun a Raschid laughed and said that he recalled a humorous story.
Actudly, herecdled agreat many of them.

"That was my wizard," Aladdin repeated triumphantly, "and | havea
ring!"

"Speak only when spoken to!" the men demanded as they kicked
Harun and cuffed Aladdin upon the side of the head. "Wewill ask the
questiond”

And they had aquestion immediately. "What isthis empty basket?
What was within this wicker?' The guardsman who held the basket
brought it closer for examination. "Ugh! The smd| within hereisfoul!"

The wizard was gone, then, thought Ali Baba, and so were hisspells.
Much could happen now, if only they could get themsdalves untied. But
where was his brother?

"Y ou therel" one of the men in white shouted to Ali Baba. "Cease your
movement, or it will go badly for you!"

But Ali Baba had not moved whatsoever. Y et what might that strange
sensation be across his back?

He redlized with some surprise that there was something, or someone,
within hisrobes!



Chapter the Twenty-fourth,
in which working with a djinni
helps give our heroes small gains.

Only in retrospect could Ali Baba sort through what happened next.

"| thought | told you not to movel" one of their surly captors continued.
"Although how you can manage to move your body in that manner is
beyond me."

But Ali Babatemporarily escaped this man's further ire when the guard
gpotted aworse offense. "Wait! What are you doing down upon the
ground?'

"You will never catch me!” replied the brazen voice of Kassm. "I shal
roll avay!"

"Soyou say," the guard replied confidently. "But | shal wring your neck
firg!"

He dovefor the head.
"Y ou have no neck!" the guard exclaimed.

"l amfree!" Achmed called a Ali Babasright. "And | shal fight for my
freedom!”

"I will grab your chinl" the enraged guard screamed.

"l anfrea" Harun d Raschid remarked. "And | shdl fight for my right
to tell anusing anecdotes!”

"Ow, ow!" The guard pulled his hand away from the ground. Rather
than histaking hold of Kassm, Kassm had taken hold of him, and with
histeeth besides.



The woodcutter felt the ropes go dack about hiswrists. "My brother!
You could have been six thieves at the sametime," Ali Babasaid in
admiration asthe arm flopped onward to free another.

"Give me back my finger!" the guard declared.

But the other parts of Kassm continued their task. "My hands are
free!” Aladdin shouted. "Allow meto rub my ring!"

Therewasimmediately agreat dedl of purple smoke, and out of that
smoke boomed a grest voice:

"Though slave to the ring and the owner so blessed, | am master
of much, and what is this mess? What will you, master, what will
you?"

The smoke cleared to reved abeing of such adark color that light
refused to reflect off hisform. He opened his eyesto reved twin pools
of red asbright asthe sun.

"Djinni, thisismy wish!" Aladdin fended off one of hiswhite-robed
captors with awell-placed foot before saying: "1 would have you
remove us from our bondage, and take usto the far end of this desert!"

Thedjinni of thering nodded at this, and replied: "1t isasmple enough
command, except that you have not defined who you mean by 'us."

"Ah," said Aladdin as he tripped another of hisenemy and punched a
third in the ssomach. "Then the qudity of the wish depends upon how it
is specified?'

"A djinni isonly asgood as hisorders," the black-skinned being
answered. "It isaworthy observation. Y ou have matured greetly since
last we met."

"I have left kick the fez behind,” Aladdin agreed. "But you need a



definition. What do | mean when | say 'us?'

"Would you hurry up about this?" Achmed requested as he knocked
two white-turbaned heads together.

"This, then, is'us." Since Aladdin was a generous man by nature, even
after dl thetime he had spent asathief, he said: "All men dressedin
black.”

"All thirty-four of them?" the djinni rumbled in avoice not quite so
certain asbefore. "And one of them in separate parts?’

"Wait!" Ali Babacdled. "Thereare morel"

"More?" the djinni replied in avoice verging upon despair. *Do you
wish meto trangport these men in white aswe |?"

"Certainly not," the woodcutter chided. "But what of the women?'

"Of course!" Aladdin agreed immediately. "We must bring the women.”
"Seven more?' The djinni paused for amoment to make arumbling
noise deep within hischest. "Very well. Y our wish ismy command. |
will trangport you to thelimits of my &bility."

And with that, Ali Baba and hisfdlows were surrounded by smoke.
But the smoke cleared dmost immediately.

"They have jumped away!" came acry from much too near. For all
they had done indeed was jump, for the men in white now stood but a
short distance from them!

"We have hardly moved a dl!" Aladdin exclamed.

"I would say about eight and ahaf cubits," was Sinbad's estimation.



The men in white growled agrowl of war and turned to attack anew.
To further their troubles, Ali Baba noted, the djinni was gone.

But not all about the woodcutter were panicking. Achmed seemed
much taken with the young woman who had appeared beside him. "Is
this, then, Marjanah?'

"Areyou afriend of my master's?* was her humble reply as sheturned
her gaze down to study the toes of her shoes. Never had Ali Baba seen
hisdave act so meekly.

"They will not get away thiseasly!" One Thumb cried, waving his
mangled hand above his heed. "Attack!"

Aladdin rapidly rubbed hisring asecond time. Purple smokefilled the
ar.

"To himwith thering | will grant a boon, But | must ask a
guestion: Whyever so soon? What will you, master, what will you?"

But before he made awish, Aladdin had aquestion. "Y ou are only able
to trangport our group but eight and ahaf cubits?

Thedjinni shrugged. "There are many of you. And there are,
unfortunatdly, certain limitsto my power. Persondly, | believeit comes
from being trapped in aring for millennia. That sort of thing is certain to
stunt your conjuring.”

"l am sorry that we are overtaxing you," Aladdin gpologized, "but might
you move usonce again?'

"Y our wish, asthey say, ismy command,” the djinni replied inavoice
both bold and resigned, "or at least as much command as| can muster.”

Purple smoke surrounded them once more. But it cleared, if anything,



even more quickly than before. And there, ascant eight cubitsor so
digant, was the increasingly angry mass of One Thumb'sfighting men.

"They will not escgpe usthistime!”
But escape them they did.

"As slave to the ring my might is your gain, But this constant work
isabit of a pain. Shall it be the usual ?"

"Of coursal”

Over and over again did this procedure repesat, until Aladdin had to
pause to suck upon hisring finger to reduce the chafing. And, asthe
chase progressed, and One Thumb's troops began to fed an
ever-greater fatigue asthey ran benesth the desert sun, while the
entourage surrounding Aladdin was much refreshed by having their
entire number moved by an outside power, so did One Thumb and his
men fal ever farther behind, and their bloodthirsty thrests and calsfor
retribution were increasingly punctuated by heavy breathing and cries
for water.

"They will not-" One Thumb managed, for by now most of hisminions
were beyond speech. "Wewill get-they will regret-rivers of blood
will-that is, oh, bother!"

And with that, One Thumb collgpsed aswell.

Ali Baba spent amoment looking back at the trail of white bodies that
littered the desert behind them.

"Thereisacopse of treesin thedistance!" Harun called to the rest of
them, for he was gifted with that farsghted vision often common among
the old. "We have reached the beginnings of fertile land. The djinni has
saved us"



"Perhaps, then," was Aladdin'sreply, "we shdl give both the djinni and
my finger arest, and wak for adistance. Quickly now, for | fed there
isachancethat some of our pursuers might yet recover.”

"O my brother-in-lav!" Kassm'swife bounced up to Ali Baba
"Findly, there comes amoment when | can begin to thank you for your
part in saving the women from the vile clutches of One Thumb." She
shivered, amotion that showed off al of her partsto good advantage.
"I look forward to the opportunity that we might show you how
thankful we truly are. And may | mention how handsome you look at
present, now that you have grown abeard?’

"No, you may not!" shouted the head of Kassim. "It may al bevery
well for therest of you to walk from this place, but what of me? Shdl |
flop my way out of thisdesert? It isyour duty as my wifeto carry me
out of thisplace!"

"I do not believe | could manage that with my delicate frame," hiswife
replied, "not to mention my delicate somach. Y ou have been out in the
sun for afew daystoo long, O husband, and you have ripened.”

Ali Babalooked quickly about the assembled group. The djinni, in
moving them, had apparently |eft Kassm's basket behind. "I am afraid,”
he therefore said, "that we have lost your conveyance.”

"Will | haveto flop around like thisfor the rest of time?* Kassm asked
indespair. ' "Think, O thieves! Y ou would not have escaped without
my assistance. Theleast you can do to thank meis put me back

together.”

All agreed that Kassm's point was certainly valid, and that thiswas
indeed the case.

Aladdin nodded at this consensus among his brethren.

"Perhaps, considering the circumstances,” he mused, "'l can cdl upon



the djinni onefind time"

S0 he rubbed thering again, and a certain quantity of purple smoke
erupted therefrom, athough Ali Baba could swear that that smoke was
nowhere near as great asit once had been. And when the smoke
cleared, there, once again, stood the great, dark djinni, athough now
he appeared to have something of adouch. And thisiswhat the djinni
sad:

"As dave of thering | will do my best, But could | ask, please,
might you give me somerest? | have sat within that ring for years,
and now thig! | tell you, I am sincerely out of conditioning. Oh
dear! | am sorry. What will you, master, what will you?"

"We have but one fina boon of you, O mighty djinni,” Aladdin said. '
"This man, who has been reduced to six pieces by the cruelty of our
former magter, has helped us al to escape from certain torture and
death. In return he has asked to be made whole again. Isthisatask
you might perform?"

"I might," the djinni agreed, "if | had not spent the entire day carrying
Forty-one souls across ablazing desert.” The djinni sighed, the sound
of asoul escaping an aged body at the moment of death. "1 am too
careworn to conjure. Let meride about upon your finger for abit. |
shdl recover mysdf in virtudly no time whatsoever."

Kassmwas not at al pleased by thisanswer. ' Then | have no choice
but to flop about from place to place?’

"Oh, come now," the djinni replied. "Pull yourself together. Sometimes|
do not know about you humans. | see many an empty waterskin about.
With so many men with strong backs, surdly, you can be carried!”

This, thought Ali Baba, was the voice of an obedient djinni? He had
heard many stories in the past concerning these spirits, and how they
had turned upon their masters when asked too much, or were



influenced by menwith evil intheir hearts.

"Perhaps," hetherefore said, "thisisagood timeto give our magical
benefactor the rest he so dearly requests.”

The dark being nodded in approvd. "Thisisadifficult spell a the best
of times, more suited for one of my senior brethren. Y ou know, the
kind you find inlamps. Although the maitching of living tissueto living
tissueisadwaystricky work, especidly after he's been groveling through
S0 much sand.”

"But can you not smply snap your fingers and say, 'Behold, you are
wholel'?'

"Itisnot assmpleasadl that," the djinni said, his voice reasoned, with
perhaps but the dightest trace of annoyance. "' Perhaps you would be
better served retaining the services of ablind tailor.

"l am 4till too spent to spell. Please cal mein the morning.”

And with that, the djinni vanished.

Aladdin turned to gaze upon the distant trees. "I believeit istime that
we waked."

His observation was answered by adry and half-hearted cry from
somewhere out in the desert. A cry that no doubt came from their
exhaugted but till pursuing enemy.

"And | suggest that wewalk quickly," Aladdin added.



BOOK THE THIRD:
being
EVERYONE'S STORY



Chapter the Twenty-fifth,
in which, although thereis till no cash,
yet does something get carried.

"But wherearewe?' Ali Baba asked, for even his woodcutter's senses
were befuddled by their djinni-aided flight.

"I have been thisway before," Harun remarked. "When you have been
with these thieves aslong as | have, you have been every way. | believe
we are but alittle distance from the cavern that containsal our gold.”

"What shall we do now?" Achmed asked of the others. "We could
leave thislife behind, shave our beards and trade in our robes for
respectable clothes." He looked to Marjanah, who, for some reason,
had been spending agreat ded of timein Achmed's presence. "We
could find new reasonsto start afresh.”

"But what of that gold?" one of the others mentioned. "Not that any one
of uswantsto be amember of these thievesforever. But aslong asthat
gold isthere, who better deservesto have it than those who labored so
to obtain it?'

"There are dso some among us,” the thief once named Sinbad (and
could now probably again be caled by that name) remarked, "who are
none too certain they want to remain in one locale for too long aperiod
of ime"

"Surdly," Achmed objected, "you could not still be worried about-"

"The Queen of the Apesis everywhere!" Sinbad said, hiseyeswide
with fright.

"Oh, come now," Achmed chided, "'l waswith you on those many
months of flight before we were captured by the thieves. In dl that time,
the Queen of the Apes only caught you on six occasons.” He paused
to think. "Or wasit seven?’



But the other man would not be comforted. "It is easy for you to say!
Y ou did not haveto fed those paws! And those hairy kisses!" Sinbad
began to look asif he had spent far too much time out inthe sun. "And
then, when she put dl her weight atop me!" It was evident, from his
expresson, that he could bring himsdlf to say no more.

Achmed answered with aquestion. "But if the Queen of the Apeswas
S0 s&t upon having you, why has she not found you againin al these
months?'

"Inthis" Sinbad replied, "the thieves saved me. | believe that shewas
scared away by our numbers.”

"But we must go on," Achmed inssted. "All our voyages, dl we have
accomplished, cannot end likethig"

Thereit was again, thought Ali Baba, that thing about voyages. He had
asked somewhat after this before, and received a somewhat oblique
answer. But, now that they were free of their vileleader, he could no
longer hold back on his questions, for now he trusted these others as
closdly as hisown brother; more closdly, actudly, seeing as his actud
brother was Kassm.

"Areyou, then," he asked of this Sinbad, who was actudly abit upon
the scrawny side and not at al the type he would have chosen asa
wesdlthy merchant, "the Sinbad of legend?’

But, as Sinbad till seemed to be feding theill effects of thinking of the
Queen of the Apes, Achmed answered for him. "Oh, no, no, that was a
much older gentleman, who used to serve as my master. We went out
on thisvoyage, don't you know-"

"It ssems," said the sone from within Aladdin's belongings, "that there
are more storiesto be told around here."



So it was, asthey strode en masse from the desert, that Achmed began
to tdl thetde of the miraculous eighth voyage of Sinbad the Sailor, and
how it findly put right numerous wrongs performed upon the previous
seven voyages, including the capture of a particularly obnoxious djinni
named Ozzie.

And at that time, Sinbad joined in the storytelling to talk about the
woman in the palanquin, that same woman he had cometo love. Her
name was Fatima, and what did he know of her? Her laugh, perhaps,
and the sound of her voice, and the delicate wave of her hand. What
more did aman need to fal in love? But then, through a great
disturbance involving magic and unnatura beings, helost her under
extremey mysterious circumstances, and found in her steed the Queen
of the Apes.

"The Queen has dogged my steps ever since,” Sinbad concluded. He
paused for amoment before he continued. "Well, that is, she has until
thelast year or 0, however long | have been in the thieves."

"That isatruly marvelous story,” All Babaagreed, "but we have
marched for some time now. Where precisely are we waking?'

"l am leading us back to that magic cavern,” Harun called from the
front of their group, "for, dthough we never stayed at that place for
morethan hours at atime, it isgill the closest thing we know to a
home." He paused to give the sort of discreet cough Ali Babawas sure
he must have used when he had inhabited palaces. "Also, | am hoping
to take away my fair share of the booty."

"Itiswherewe must go," Sinbad agreed, "for that iswhere | saw
Aladdin'slamp.”

"Itisthere?" Aladdin shouted in wonder and disbdlief. " Then such must
be the reason for the presence of that vile magician, for he has made it

hislifework to obtain that magic lamp. Strange it ishow al our stories
are coming together."



"But very satisfying," the gonewithin hisbelongingsreplied. "l am
getting far more entertainment from thisthan even | had imagined.”

So they would return, then, to that spot where Ali Baba's adventure
had begun. Many was the time as he had ridden endlessy on

horseback that he had thought to curse the day when hefirgt spied
upon these thieves, and so began the eventsthat changed his destiny
forever. However, now that he thought upon it, things had not resolved
themsalves 0 badly, and further he till had some subgtantia quantity of
gold hiding benesth hiskitchen.

"That isalso very near the Pdlace of Beautiful Women," Marjanah
mentioned softly from where she walked by Achmed'sside. "Which,
from your former chieftain's description, can be found in the degpest
part of the cavern.”

"So the caveisfilled with gold and beautiful women?' Ali Baba asked
in dishdief. "Whyever 07

He heard asigh come from amidst Aladdin's belongings. "Alas. That
cavewas adwaysthus. Largeasitis, | fear that the cavern has aways
fdtinferior. Thus doesit seek embd lishment.”

"Forgive my less-than-perfect ears.” Ali Babawas astonished a this
revelaion. "Y ou say that this cave has emotions?'

"Caves are no different from humans," the sonereplied. "Well, actudly,
they are somewhat draftier. And they sport many more hard edges.
But, as one might look a emotions, caves desire the same things that al
who think may desire: attention, afedling of importance, and perhaps
evenlove"

"But why should the cavefed inferior? | have beenindde, anditistruly
maessve”



"All you say istrue, but this cavern does not share adl the best of
features of grottoes underground. It has no great domed ceilings, for
one, and its stalagmites are by and large second-rate.” The stone
sghed again, an act that Ali Babafound disconcerting. It was bad
enough that the object talked, but how could something that did not
breathe then breathe out? But till the stone continued:

"Any and dl of us could find ways we wished we were better. | mysdlf
would prefer to be made out of quartz.”

But Ali Babahad further questions about this strange and emotional
hole beneath the earth. "I have heard that the cave has reanimated my
brother's parts, and has further twisted men so that their faces ook
behind, and their arms sprout out where their ears should be. But what
hold doesthis cave and this palace have over the thieves?'

Now it was Harun's turn to answer. "None over most of us. Itstrue
hold isover thefirst among thieves.

"Thenit has cast agpell over him?' Ali Babamused. "I remember a
story once where aman's heart was trapped in atower, so that none
might kil im."

"That was my story, actudly,” one of the thieves mentioned.

Firs Aladdin, then Harun al Raschid and Sinbad, and now this. Ali
Babawas amazed.

"Does every member of the thieves have astory?' he asked.

"Actualy, they do," yet another thief replied. "Mine concernsamagic
fish | found when casting my net threetimesin the Dead Sea.”

"And minelargely hasto do with amagic carpet,” replied another, "and
three maidensin ahidden garden.”



"Mine hasto do with agarden aswell," gtill another added, "and a
flower with very specid characterigtics. Not to mention aring, an
intricate box, and ady serpent.”

And on and on the thieves recited, mentioning talesfilled with wonders
and dangers, until Ali Bababeganto fed the dightest bit inferior, for his
successful theft of gold from the magic cavern seemed as nothing to the
dramaand variety of the stories around him.

"Yes" Harun concluded. "All men have stories.”

"Or & leagt dl menintheforty thieves," Achmed amended.
"Whatever," the gone chortled. "I shdl have awonderful time.”

"But you weretdling me of the chieftain of the thieves, and how he was
in servitude to this enchanted cavern.”

"Ah, wdll, you were dmost correct in your conjecture about our leader,
for the cavern does hold apiece of him."

"Butitisnot hisheart.”

"Far worse," Harun replied. "The cave has captured hisliver." "

Ali Babaopened his mouth in slent astonishment.

"The ancient Greeks, | believe, thought that the liver was the seet of
love," Harun explained. "Or perhapsit was the spleen. Or it could have
been the Romans. Then again, who isto fathom the true motivations of
an enchanted cavern?'

"But how does hefunction?' Ali Babaasked.

"He has abrother whois cut into Six pieces," Kassm's head mentioned
from anearby water bag, "and he asks how someone functions without



something asinconsequentia asaliver!™

"Far beit from meto interrupt your learned discussion, O master,”
Marjanah interrupted, "but | thought I might mention that it was growing
dark, and we would be wise to soon seek shelter.”

Ah, thought Ali Baba, that sounded more like the Marjanah he had
known over the years: humble, yet to the point. Perhaps whatever ill
effects she had suffered when captured by their chieftain would wear
away with time. Still, hewould only be truly reassured when he had had
amoment to talk with her, and perhaps longer to speak to some older,
wiser, but still-not-unattractive person such as Kassm'swife, who
might put the whole incident into a proper perspective.

"| can sense your concern, young miss," Achmed replied boldly, "for |
am sure you have led a cloistered existence, and do not know much of
the wild. Let me reassure you now that you are under my protection, as
well asthat of more than thirty other individuaswho, whiledl good
men, were forced to live thelife of thievesfor months or years."

"Forced," agreed another of the former thieves. "That'sit exactly.”

"And, now that we are free of thefirst among thieves, we shall never
sted again," added one more.

"That is, of course," concluded afourth, "after we remove the gold from
the cavern.”

"But that isn't geding,” another thief argued. "Not redlly. | mean, you
can't redly sted what you've stolen dready, can you?"

"| seeyour point," said the man who wasforced. "Wéll, that makes
everything fine, then.”

"And | am so glad you pointed out how al of you might protect me,”
Marjanah said to Achmed, staring up at him with eyesthat seemed far



too large. "Knowing that, | fed much safer.”

No, Ali Babathought, al was not right with hisyoung dave. What foul
torture, he wondered, had brought her to thisawful pass?

"Still," said Aladdin thoughtfully, "it was not abad thought to find some
placeto rest for the night." He paused to look about him, for they had
now traveled far enough to bein the midst of the trees. "We are
approaching the cavern, are we not?"

"I believe we are reasonably near,” Harun replied.

"Then perhaps as soon as we find some protected grove, there we
should stay,” Aladdin reasoned, "so that we might arrive at the cavern
with strength and good spirits.”

"You areright,” Harun agreed. "We will have more than the cavernto
contend with."

"Then you expect to find our chieftain,” Ali Babaasked asthe thought
struck him with amazing suddenness, "and the wizard?"

"All of us have spent so long asthieves," Harun reasoned, "thereis
nowhere elsefor usto go."

"Not quite correct!" another voice shouted, avoice Ali Babanow
identified with everything evil. A hideous green glow, al the brighter for
the gpproach of evening, flashed overhead.

"Y ou may not have any gold," shouted the first among thievesfrom
where he rode upon the wizard's back, "but you do have women."

Helaughed at that. "Or should | say that you did have women, for now
they areours.”



Chapter the Twenty-sixth,
in which we talk to the trees,
and they do listen to us.

All Babalooked about him, and redlized that their former chieftain was
quite correct. The women had disappeared. Mar-janah! he thought.
And thewife of Kassm! Never had he redlized how much he looked
forward to the company of these women until they were gone.

"The paace accepts seven more within its gates!” Thief Number One
cackled. "My liver is safefor another day!"

So, Ali Baba considered, what the others said was true. And while he
could not say he wastruly sympathetic with such avilefiend, at least
now the woodcutter might begin to understand him. Y et how could
such aman be without aliver, and yet be so filled with bile?

And with that, the thief and hiswizard were gone.
"Marjanah!" Achmed called at their sudden disappearance.

"Kass-" Aii Babastopped himsdlf. He might find his brother'swife
among thefairest of thefair, and she might give every indication of
having some reciprocal emotions, and aso might her husband be cut up
into Six pieces, but dill there was atime and place for dl things, and this
was none of that! Besides, he had awife a home, whom he might of
course never see again due to unpleasant circumstances having to do
with swords and wizards and magic caverns, but he did not wish to
think upon that, either. Oh, for the days when the whole of hislifewas
but atree and an axe!

"My wifewill dowdl inaplacelikethat,” Kassm said dismissvely.
"Her tastes were dwaysfar too expensive.”

"What shdl we do?' Achmed asked, hisnormally steady young voice
betraying hints of panic.



"We could call upon thedjinni of thering," Harun suggested. "Surdly,
he would have asolution.”

Ali Babaonce again thought about those stories he had heard. "But
when last we summoned the djinni,” the woodcutter reasoned, "he
appeared less than pleased.”

Sinbad agreed. "1, for one, have had many negative experiences with
dinn."

Haifadozen of the others murmured agreement, saying if there were but
time, they would tell unpleasant stories about the djinn aswell.

"But Marjanah!" Achmed implored.

Aladdin looked in akindly way upon the youngest of thethieves. "I
know how you are feding now, for | have felt that way, and ill do
within my heart, for the Princess Badabadur. Thereforedo | call the
djinni. Truly, he can fed no anger when he seesthat we makethis
request for love."

Love? Ali Babathought as Aladdin began to rub hisring. Was that
what so strangely afflicted anumber of those around him? Seeing how
peculiar it made their behavior, the woodcutter was glad that he was
married and beyond such things.

Aladdin pulled his hand from thering. "The djinni comes."

Thiswas, Ali Babathought, thefirst time anyone had had thetime to
announce the spirit'sarriva. And not only the speed but the nature of
that arriva had much changed, for rather than emerging asagrest cloud
of smoke, the purple burst from thering inirregular puffs, like afirethat
would go out for lack of air.

Stll did the djinni gppear, athough, from the way he moved his head



and folded hisarms, he did not look all that overjoyed to be here. And
when the djinni spoke, he sounded |ess than pleased.

"Though slave to the lamp, | am out of my league, For, all truth to
tell, I am done by fatigue. What would you anyway, master, what
would you?"

"The women have been spirited away by thet vile magician!” Aladdin
explained as he pointed toward the north. " Somehow, we must rescue
them!"”

The djinni raised one of his handsto stroke his chin. His eyeswere no
more than dits of fire, and closed repeatedly as he talked. "Oh, even
such asupernatura being as| can seethat is serious. | wish | had some
energy so that | might help you. We will haveto pursuethis problemin
the morning, if | have sufficiently regained my srength.”

And with that, the djinni disappeared.
All things, Ali Babathought, had limitations.

"Wewill never see Marjanah again!" Achmed wailed with thefoolish
abandon of youth.

"Thereis more than one way to the Palace of Beautiful Women,"
another voice spoke up. It took Ali Babaamoment to redlize it wasthe
voice of the stone, speaking with the authority of the cave that had been
itshome.

"Y ou have entertained me with your stories,” the sone said
further."Now it istimefor meto tell afew taes of my own. Takeme
out of your sack and hold mein your fist so that | might better see the

way."

"Thereisno view from awater bag, either,” Kassm complained.



Aladdin did asthe stone bade, pulling it from the bag and holding it
aoft in hisfist. No one made any move to do anything with any part of
Kassm.

"Night isfaling swiftly," Aladdin said as he held forth the sone. "Will
you be able to see?’

"Stones do not look in the same way as humans,” wasthe rock's reply.
"We are apart of the earth, and every pebble, every grain of sand,
does our seeing for us. The wizard flies through the air above us now,
but when helands upon the earth, | will know, for the other parts of me
will tl meso."

Ali Babamarveed that such athing could be, as many of those around
him murmured of Destiny.

"But come," the stone called. "We should be on our way even before
they reach their destination, for we want nothing ill to happen to the
women."

"Marjanah!" Achmed declared, but thistime the name was lessaword
and more a sob.

"In which direction did the magician depart?’ the stone inquired.

And with that, thirty-odd thieves pointed to the sky. Unfortunately, they
aso pointed infive or sx completely different directions.

"To e ishuman, to forgiveistherock,” said the being that rested on
Aladdin's pam, "or so says the wise stone. We shall not worry, for |
have methods of determining therr flight.

"Brother treed!” the stone called. "Brother trees! There has been magic
out tonight." Thetrees about them rustled, in that way that treeswill
when they are blown by the wind off the desert, save that this night
there was no wind.



"Ligen!" the soneingructed.

Ali Babalistened to the rustle of the trees on thismost il of nights,
and thought that he heard words among the leaves.

Burning magic in the air, were the words he heard. Burning magic
intheair.

"Brother treed" the stone called out again. "The magic hasfled. Tell us
whereit hasgone.”

To the north, thetreesreplied. To the father of all caverns.

"Brother treed" the stone said for athird time. "Guide us, so that we
might right awrong."

And the trees answered.
We will tell when your pathistrue.
Indl thistime, Ali Babahad never before heard the voices of trees.

"Wetravd north," the ssone announced. Therock held before him,
Aladdin began to walk, and the others followed.

Ali Babalistened to the rustling as he walked.
Is that not the woodcutter?
He has taken our brothers! May lightning strike him!

But he has cut down the old and infirm, and allowed the young to
grow.

He does what he does. That is all that can be said, for tree or man.



But pass us by today.

Do not cut us yet.

Leave us to the sun and the rain for another season.
Goodbye, woodcutter, goodbye.

Walk on, they saidto al. Walk on. Your path istrue.

Ali Babaheard the rustling voices fade as they walked beyond the
grove.

"I have not heard such athing before," he said doud.

"Y ou did not yet know how to listen,” the stone replied. ™Y ou will learn
many thingsthisnight.”

But they now walked aong abarren patch of ground, and for aspace
there were no more trees to guide them on their way.

"Will we not lose our way?" Aladdin asked.

"The garswill bewith usshortly,” the stone replied. "They will be glad
to show us north." Many of the men murmured assent to thiswisdom.

"But for now," the one said again, "we have other helpers.”
Thereupon he cdled out again in aloud voice:

"Hares! Mice! Beasts of the night! Have you looked up?”
The stone paused amoment, and then called again:

"Owls! Nightingaed Birdsin flight! Have you looked down?"



And when the sone was sure that al had heard, it spoke again:
"Therewas magic in the air tonight. Where hasit gone?"

Smdll, high voices called from the hidden placesin thefield around
them, and Ali Baba could understand their words aswdll;

They have come from the south and gone to the north.

But not true north, no, not true north.

We thought they were bound for the cave.

The father of all caverns.

But not true north, no.

And from the sky above camethelonely cal of the owls, and the sweet
songs of the nightingales, and the two mixed together, and formed
words.

They have veered away from the entryway.

They do not land at the stone that moves.

They go beyond. They go beyond.

True north no more.

"Let usgo," the stoneingructed. "A step or two to the left, and then
draight on.”

Thusdid therock lead them dl for atime in the growing darkness. But
it caled Aladdin to stop again.

"They havelanded,” the sone said. "We arenear.” And thenit cdled



out again.
"Brother ground. Thereis magic here tonight Has it touched the earth?”"

And Ali Baba heard another sound in return, afaint and subtle noise,
like the sound of asandal, scraping across sone.

It has.

They are here.
Come.

Show you.

"Wewill find them now," the stone said with confidence. "They may
have magic, but | am of the earth.”

And with that, the stone led them down a hill into ashallow ravine.
"Hereiswhere they passed below," the stone announced.

"It isanother entranceway to the cavel” Aladdin shouted in
agonishment.

"Then the wizard and first among thieves took the women thisway?"
Ali Babaasked. "Should we follow them?”

"Strange things have happened to those who have spent too long within
these caverns,” Harun warned.

"Please," Kassm said from within hiswater bag. "L et us not belabor
the obvious."

"But many of us have passed in and out of this cavern a hundred times,
withnoill effects™ Achmed ingsted. "Who isto say thet thistime will



be different?'

"Caves can besowhimsicd," the stone added enigmatically. "I do not
know if I can help you more. Not only will you fight the first among the
thieves and amighty wizard, but the father of al cavernsaswell.”

There was amoment of sllence and decision then among the former
thieves

"I wishto gowithin," Aladdin announced, "and find the lamp.”

"I need to go within," Achmed added, "so that my life might be
complete with Marjanah.”

"I have dways wanted to go within," Harun admitted, "o that | might
seethe paace.”

"| fedl the necessity to go within," Sinbad added, "o that | might
escape the clutches of the Queen of the Apes.”

"l would go aswell," Kassm volunteered. "After you have been cut
into Six pieces, what else might amagic cavern do to you?'

"Wewould liketo go for the gold,” others among their troop
agreed,"dthough we believe we will adjourn to the main entrance for

that purpose.”

And what of Ali Baba?"| believe | need to follow the others through
thisopening. In away, my story began when first | encountered the
thieves and entered this cavern. | fed that it ismy destiny to enter this
cave again and put an end to these things."

"Well said,” the stone added heartily. "If you are dl to die, at least you
ghdl doitingrand syle”

Aladdin lit thefirst of the torches he had fashioned from the cloth and



oil they carried. "L et us proceed.”

Ali Babalooked down at the dark hole before them. Then again,
perhaps his destiny rested back in his kitchen, and the repeated
counting of hisgold. But it would make aterrible ending.

Achmed handed him atorch, and Ali Babafollowed Aladdin within the
entryway, cursing his highly developed sense of story.



Chapter the Twenty-seventh,
in which we enter the cave
and learn some deep secrets.

They entered the cave, one by one, for the passage, though tall enough
to accommodate a man, was So narrow in spotsthat Ali Babaand the
others had to turn so as not to scrape their shoulders.

"Isitwise" asked Harun from somewhat down theline, "to immediatdy
rush into this place without formulating a plan?'

"Wedo it now," Aladdin replied, "while we have the courage.”

That was what they called it, then. Courage. To Ali Baba, it felt more
like a sour sensation at the very pit of his ssomach.

"Doyou think," Harun mused, "that we should wait until morning, when
the djinni isrested?’

"Marjanah!" Achmed called out to the darkness before them. He
pushed upon Ali Babas shoulders urging him to hurry.

"The dement of surprisewill bewith usnow,” Ali Babamentioned
thoughtfully.

"I do not believe amagician may be surprised,” was Harun's
less-than-enthusiagtic reply." It has something to do with the basic
definition of their professon.”

"Itisnot trug," Aladdin said firmly from his place a the head of theline.
"Think upon my story, and how my adversary mistakenly returned to
Morocco. Even the greatest of mages could not know everything."

"Very wdl," Harun replied with asigh.”If you fed it isfor thebest. | am
afraid | know too much about these sorts of caves, and how sometimes
they may crash down upon you when you make the wrong sort of



noise, or emit noxious gases that will poison you asyou walk.
Sometimes | wish | weren't quite so learned.”

"Thereismoreto it than that," the one said reprovingly. " Cave-insand
gaseous emissions do not happen for no reason &t dl. It anountsto but
onething: Does the cave look favorably upon you, or no?

Asif in response to the gone's musings, Ali Baba heard arumbling
somewherein thefar distance.

"Ah," the soneremarked, asif it could understand the language of the
cave. "l see. | believe | should be in the woodcutter's hand now."

"Whatever you request,” Aladdin said as he passed the stone back to
the woodcutter's surprised and not-altogether-willing fingers. "This
means, though, that you should take thelead.”

"My brother?' Kassm asked increduloudy from that point where his
head was dung over Achmed's shoulder.

"Remember," the stone remarked. "The woodcutter took gold and the
cavern let him live-unharmed.”

"Y ou need say no more," Aladdin replied as he pressed his back to the
sde of the caveto alow Ali Babato pass.

But the stone was not yet done. " Caves play favorites as much as
anyone. Y ou were blessed enough to take alamp from one. But this
cavefavors Ali Baba"

It did? Then why, when Ali Baba pressed historch forward, could he
see nothing but awal before him?

"The cavern's passageway seemsto end here," he mentioned to the
others.



"For some, no doubt, it does," the stone amost agreed. "But for others,
thereisaway beyond."

Once again, Ali Babawished he had Marjanah near, for shewas
aways the one within the household who was good at riddles. Unless,
he thought, thiswas not truly the end of the passageway, but ahidden
doorway to theway beyond. And if thiswere so, the woodcutter
redlized, Ali Babahad away to open that door.

"Open, Sesame!" he therefore said.

A dab of rock rolled out of the way, revedling awider and higher
passageway beyond. Somehow, Ali Baba thought, he heard a second
sound behind that rumble of the wall, something like a deep-throated
chuckle.

"Moveforward," the stone in the woodcutter's hand urged, "for what
we seek il liesbeyond.”

Ali Babadid as hewas bade, for he redized he had been staring into
the dl-encompassing darkness before him.

"Wewill persavere,” Achmed said behind him, "and find dl that we
desre”

Ali Babapaused again. "But not immediatdy,” hesaidin reply."We

seem to have come to aset of steps, carved in the solid rock, that lead
forever down."

"When will thistunnel end?' Kassm complained. "Will we haveto walk
forever?'

Ali Baba once again redlized he had had more than enough of his
brother's company. And Kassm was not even walking!

"Perhaps," Harun said in amore congenia tone, "we could use



something to lighten the tone. To gladden our evening, perhaps | shal
relate the gory of the King's Ass and the Wonderful Fart.”

This, then, was one of those Soriesthat Harun d Raschid was famed
for from the distant past. Ali Babawished he might pause and truly
ligtento it, save that he was charged with leading the way deeper within
this cavern. From what bits he did glean, the story had a grest many
people exclaming "It isyour ass" while the beast of the tide gave forth
gaseous emissons of various musica tones.

They climbed down a hundred steps. Harun's story ended, with afew
polite laughs from the company, but the stairs continued.

"Onwe go?" mentioned Harun. "Perhapsit istimefor another story,
say "The Queen's Magician and the Fart of Destiny.™

Onward spoke the tale spinner asthey continued on their downward
course. This current story had something to do with amag ordomo who
could not control his gaseous emissions. Ali Babawas pleased that he
had to pay attention to what lay before them upon the stairs, and so
could not pay truly close attention.

Sometime later, Harun completed this story aswell. The laughter was
abit more abrupt than the time before. They walked on for atimein
Slence

"Will we climb to the very center of the earth?' Kassim demanded.
"Mayhaps we could take your head," Achmed suggested gently, "and
roll it down what steps remain. When you reach bottom, you might call

uptous”

"Actudly, 1 am smply making conversation,” Kassm replied witha
forced laugh. "I'm ahead in awaterskin. What else can | do?"

"Wemust be careful not to fight among oursaves," Harun cautioned.



"We must be united when danger strikes. Perhapsit istimefor onelast
humoroustale, say The Elderly Painter and the Fart of Art'?"

With a sudden yet deep perception, Ali Baba began to appre- ciae
that time under the magician's spell when Harun d Raschid wasa
depressed old man. Fortunate it wasfor dl of them, then, that the steps
ended just below.

"We are near," the stone announced.

"Near what?' Aladdin asked. "Thelamp? The palace? The treasure
hoard?'

"We are near that place,” the stone replied, "where this cavern wants us
to be."

That answer did not give great encouragement to Ali Baba. "How are
weto fulfill our destiny," he said doud, "when we are following the
dictates of the magic cavern?’

"Unless" Sinbad said, "our destiny isto follow the dictates of the magic
cavern.”

"Itisatricky business," Harun agreed. "But | was about to begin my
Sa.y'll

Before he could say another word, the cavern around them wasfilled
with agreat roar of voices, not unlike the sound of an angry army.

"Wasthat the cave?" Ali Babaasked, hisvoicetinged with awe. "1 do
not likethisbusiness."

"I think not," replied the stone. "Caverns are, asarule, more polite than
tmlll

There was another noise behind them. The sound of many feet



pounding upon rock.

"They are some distance from us Hill," the stone explained. "The cavern
isalowing usto hear their progress.”

"Y ou do not escape One Thumb that easily!" avoice echoed from
nowhere and everywhere. "I would have caught you sooner, save that |
had to obtain clean robes!”

Ali Babaliked thisbusnesseven less.

"When will wefind this place where we are supposed to be?’ he
asked, unsure that he even understood his own question.

"Every step bringsyou closer," was the stone's |ess-than-clear reply.

"Then let usstep quickly,” Achmed encouraged, "so we might find
Marjanah before something terrible befdls her!”

Ali Baba appreciated the lad's singleness of purpose, although he had
no idea of whether they would find the palace here or no. He lifted his
torch before him, and saw that the corridor, while wider and taler than
any space they had seen before, till seemed to stretch on toward no
discernible destination.

Hefdt asthough they had been walking for an eternity. He cameto a
placein the cave where the wall curved away, and decided it wastime
to rest. Without the cavern's assistance, they could no longer hear One
Thumb, and he felt that they were in no immediate danger of being
overtaken.

"Let usrest for aminute” he said to the others. "Then we shdl find the
palace”

But adifferent voice greeted him than those of his compatriots.



"Wdll, what do you know?" It wasawoman'svoice. "l swear it looks
like awoodcutter. Care to show me your hatchet?"

It was, Ali Babaredized, not smply any woman.



Chapter the Twenty-eighth,
in which we learn that you can't get
to the palace from here.

Ali Babawould know that voice anywhere.
It wasthe wife of Kassim.

He looked up, and saw her gazing down & him from awindow carved
high in the cavern wall. She smiled. No matter how one looked at her,
even a this odd angle, she was beautiful.

"Isthat who | think it is?' Kassm's head said in an uncertain tone.

"Isthat my husband that | hear?" shereplied in avoice that dripped
with disinterest. "I'll have him know that | have been moved into a

palace
"Yes" Kassm agreed, "it certainly soundslike her."

She waved to the men below, and her long arm was covered by golden
bracelets and jeweled bangles. "Now, thisisthe sort of luxury | could
become accustomed to. Once we move out of this place, I'll show you
how | redlly want to be treated.”

"Now," Kassm further remarked, "there can be no doubt."

"Even though you are within the palace," Ali Babacaled,"we are il
within the cavern. Do these two places meet? How do we get into
you?'

Her amile broadened at this most recent remark. "1 thought that you
would never ask. But you will haveto guess.”

Guess? Ali Babawas no better at these riddle games than before he
had held the stone. And yet, if you were in an enchanted cavern and the



way appeared blocked to you, what might you say?
"Open, Sesame?" he therefore ventured.

A stone block came crashing down before them, mereinchesfrom Ali
Baba's nose.

"l know not if thiswas designed asameans of entry,” Harun mentioned
at the one's sudden arriva, "or ameans of assuring a quick demise.
But it gppearsthat away has been opened to usto the paace.”

And indeed there was alarge opening in the cavern wall where once
that potentidly letha dab had stood. Light spilled from that opening,
bright enough so that Ali Babamight no longer need historch. Hetook
acautious step over thefalen dab, wary of other traps. But al was
quiet, savefor the snging of birds.

Birds? Ali Babathought as his head peered within the opening for the
first time. But dl thoughts and fedling save wonder |eft him when he saw
what was upon the other side.

He stood now at the beginning of agreat space, that stretched for a
thousand cubits before him, and perhaps haf that distanceinto the air
before it came to the great domed roof above, a space so largeit was
amogt asif there were awhole separate world spread out before them,
aworld underground.

At fird, it puzzled Ali Babathat, despite the fact that this great domed
place wasfar below the ground, it was lit as bright as noon, so that he
could clearly seethe copses of treesto either sde of him, aswell asthe
formal gardenimmediately before him. A path of golden stonesled
through the garden, and beyond it to the first of many buildings that
made up the palace, dthough to call this great structure merely apaace
would do it agrossdisservice, for it wasten timesthe Sze and ten
timesthe height of any palace Ali Babahad ever previoudy witnessed,
with so many fanciful windows and minaretsthat it might teke aslong to



count them asit would the gold beneath the woodcutter's kitchen. And,
speaking of gold, the palace was roofed with it, and the doors and
windows framed by lines of precious stones, which dl shonein the
unnaturd light.

"Now, thistruly isapaace." Harun spokefor dl of them. "Perhaps
thereisanew story in here somewhere."

Ali Babathought there was far more than asingle story here, for he had
at last discerned some of the sources of illumination. For the leaves
upon the trees and bushes seemed to glow with alight of their own,
putting forth a many-colored radiance into the area around them. And
the birds that flew above the trees produced rays of light whenever they
fluttered their wings. And when they opened their mouthsto sing, they
produced rainbows.

"Truly, thisisamarvelous place,” Ali Babamurmured. "What more
fitting place could there be to contain my magic lamp?'

"Perhaps we should enter and approach the palace,” the stoneinAli
Baba's hand suggested. "As good as cavernsare a waiting, it is best
not to keep them waiting overlong.”

"And sowe shdl," Ali Babareplied as hetook hisfirst hestant steps
upon the golden path. He waited for some other response within this
strange, new world, but dl he heard was the delicate singing of the
rainbow birds and afurther dainty tinkling, for asthe wind blew the
glowing leavesit made them ring like ten thousand tiny bells.

"l have but one question,” he asked of the stone before he ventured
farther. "How can the paace be now so far in the distance, if | so
recently spoke with awoman in that palace, and she wasthen
positioned dmost directly over my head?'

"It isnot wiseto question the particulars of your surroundings when you
arein an enchanted cavern,” was the stone's stern reply.



"We must go to the palace," Achmed inssted, "to rescue Marjanah!"

So it was that they strode forward upon the bright and broad golden
path, Aladdin to one side of Ali Baba, Achmed to the other, with
Sinbad, who carried the head of Kassm, and Harun, who carried some
parts of the body, walking close behind.

They did not have far to go, however, before their first confrontation.

"Beware!" caled achorusof high voices. "Thereareintrudersin the
sacred garden!™

"Do thewomen cal out?' Ali Babaasked.
"Those are not women," Aladdin replied with asourness of tone. "'l
recognize that sort of voice from my former life. Weareto be

chdlenged by the pad ace eunuchs.”

"They have eunuchs a the Palace of Beautiful Women?' Ali Baba
asked in surprise.

In response, three greet, fat fellows sporting scimitars so long they
amost looked like sheaths stepped upon the path before them.

"Wdl," said one of them, "the Palace of Beautiful Eunuchs smply does
not have the samering.”

"Not that it mattersto you," said the second, "for you will soon be
dead."

The third one opened his mouth, but before he could spegk, emitted a
raucous and multi-toned gaseous eruption from the other end of his
digestive system.

"Me and my weakness for pickled Rukh egg!" he exclamed



gpologeticaly.

"Yes," Harun commented, "thereis definitely anew story here
somewhere.

Aladdin looked upon these three in astonishmen.

"These are not Smply eunuchs,” he said in wonder. "I have seen them
before, and told you of them in my tale. These are the guardswho
protected the Princess Badabadur!"

"Oh, s0," said thefirst of the three, "then do we need to protect the
princessdirectly thistime."

"Thisyoung man looks somehow familiar,” stated the second of the
three. "If you were to take away his heavy beard, would he not
resemble someone whom we have met before? Someone we have met
but not beheaded?'

The third eunuch bel ched prodigioudy. "Oh, pardon, you mean, he
is'-he paused to look at his two fellows-"the man who got away?'

"Yes," replied thefirg with evident ddight, "the very samewho
besmirched our perfect record of beheadings and disembow-ements!”

"It isfortunate, isit not," said the second, "that that record may now be
corrected.”

Thethird farted in agreement. All three of them raised their swords and
stepped forward.

"Yes," Harun mentioned, "there isadefinite story here, should we live
long enoughtordateit.”

"Thisismy fight," Aladdin said with agrest nobility mixed with acertain
amount of foolishness. "The rest of you must go on to rescue the



women."

"Oh, most certainly not," replied the first of the eunuchs."Our task is
clearly tokill youdl."

"These things are never as smple as one would hope,” the second
eunuch agreed.

"Come, let usget onwithit!" ingsted the third. "It isnearly time for
dinner!"

Thefirg eunuch shifted his sword, moving his great weight with the
grace of atiger rather than the power of an eephant.

"We should thank you, redly," the second eunuch said brightly. "It does
et rather boring down here."

"That istrue," agreed thefirgt. "After dl, when you protect apaacea
mile benesth the ground, who can possibly find you?!

"Thefood is quite good, however," mentioned the third.

"Mayhaps," suggested Achmed to Aladdin, "itistimeto cal upon the
djinni of thering."

"Beware!" cried the eunuchs as one asthey hdted in their approach.
"We remember that djinni!"

"But I-" Aladdin began to protest.

"Y ou do not wish to cdl upon that fearsome being for reasons of
mercy?' Achmed said so quickly that Aladdin could not finish his
origina thought. "Y our fedings are misplaced. Truly, thesethree are
going to murder ud"

"Ah," Aladdin said abruptly, stopping himsdf from confessing that the



djinni was no doubt till far too exhausted to be able to fulfill any but
the smalest wishes. "Y ou do have avaid argument. Perhaps | should
restrain my merciful impulses and release the djinni to wresk his
horrible and quite inhuman vengeance.”

The eunuchs paused for amoment of close consultation among
themselves. When they looked again at Ali Babaand the others, their
smiles were |less certain than before.

"Actudly," thefirg of thethree sad, "now that you mention it so
politely, perhaps we might negotiate some different outcometo this
encounter.”

"What doesit truly matter, actualy,” added the second of the group,
"that one man more or less was not beheaded? Surdly, thisisaprivate
matter, only worthy of discussion between our two small groups.”

"Yes" thethird added hel pfully, "and furthermore, | believeitis
extremely closeto the dinner hour.”

It wastruly amazing, thought Ali Baba The merest mention of the
djinni, and the three eunuchs were not so eager for death and
dismemberment. But that was but the first step upon the path to the
palace, for, while the eunuchs did not brandish their scimitarsin so
cavaier afashion asbefore, ill had they not removed themsdlves from
that point where they were blocking the further progress of the others.

Thiswasthe very subject that Achmed was next to address. "So you
are no longer planning to murder us" he summarized, "but you il
block our path?"

The leader of the eunuchs answered firmly, but with great respect. "The
presence of adjinni may give us second thoughts about the proper
enactment of our duties outside the palace. However, in the protection
of Princess Badabadur, we are unwavering. Wewill use every means
possible to dissuade your further advancement upon the path.”



"Isshe, then, within thesewdls?' Aladdin inssted with afevered brow.

"That fevered brow does not argue well for our dissuading,” the third
eunuch mentioned with atouch of nervousness.

"But have you truly thought upon this?* Achmed inssted. "Why are you
protecting your princess?"

"We have dways protected the princess,” the first of the three inssted
inreturn. "It is part of the eunuch code!"

"But isthis palace not aprison?" Achmed inquired.
"Itis, intruth, apaace of aprison!" answered thefirgt of the guards.

"And yet," the second added, "we understand that every need of the
women istaken care of within thosewalls."

"They do fairly well by usaswell," said the third between burps.

"Of course," thefirst reasoned, "it might be nice to have an occasiond
head to remove from a body."

"We do get out of practice,”" the second added as he gazed wistfully
upon hisscimitar.

"It seemsthat it is hardly worth polishing our swords," the third
commented regretfully.

"But Princess Badabadur ishere," thefirst stated boldly, asif that were
al the explanation that was needed.

"And so arewe," the second furthered the explanation.

"And we are fed very well," the third managed around his gaseous



emissions, "dthough the food tendsto be alittlerich.”

Ali Baba could see no way around the logic of these three eunuchs.
Perhaps, he considered, his destiny wasto give up this quest and turn
around the other way. But where did that |eave Marjanah and the wife
of Kassm?Well tended, no doubt, but still prisoners.

Achmed, however, was not prepared to admit defest.

"But from the stories | have heard," hetherefore said, "'l understand that
she often liked to take long walks among the streets of her city."

The eunuchs gppeared to agree with this.

"That isindeed thetruth.”

"I missthosewaksaswell."

"They gave me many excdlent opportunities for beheadings.”

Achmed smiled then, for he knew that now that he had gained their
attention, he might soon have their approva. Therefore he sad: "Would
not her imprisonment, then, prevent her from one of those activities she
treasured most?'

"I had not thought about it in that way," the first eunuch mused.

"We are here," added the second with little conviction, "therefore we
protect.”

"I wouldn't mind resuming those walks," the third added with more
enthusasm. "Wdll, not thewalking part particularly. But sampling
foodstuffs from those empty stals?’ He closed hiseyes and emitted a
most contented sigh.

"And you say that the princessis but one of many women within those



palacewals?" Achmed continued to press his argument.

"There are untold women within that paace,” the first eunuch agreed,
"perhgps a hundred times ahundred.”

"What will onewoman be," the second wondered, "moreor less, in that
huge and crowded palace?’

"Much better that she should be under our direct protection,” enthused
thethird, "so that we might get to oversee her welfare and participatein
frequent beheadings”

"Beware!" thefirst eunuch called to the others. "It istimeto free the
princess!”

And with that, the three eunuchs turned to lead the way.
Sinbad |ooked after the three guards.

"Hundreds upon hundreds of beautiful women?" he asked of no one so
much as himsdf. "Much as dl the thieves seem to be the tellers of tales,
might not al the women therein be the subject of thosetaes?' He
paused, asif hisnext thought were amost too great for him to express.
"Might even thefar Fatimabein there aswel?' He tugged upon Ali
Babas deeve, asif he wished the woodcutter's agreement. "As you
may recdl, | told you that she disappeared under mysterious
circumstances.”

Ali Babanodded his head a the thought. It was afascinating
conjecture. And, in an enchanted cavern such asthis, nothing was

impossible.

"Wewill free our beloved women!™ Achmed caled to the othersas he
hurried to follow the eunuchs. "Nothing now may stop our success!”

"Stop where you are and prepareto die!" came another voice from



their rear. "No one escapes the terrible vengeance of One Thumb!”



Chapter the Twenty-ninth,
in which we learn that,
when you do reach the palace,
you should be careful concerning
the nature of your invitation.

Then they wereto die now, Ali Babathought, when they were so close
tother god.

"Oh, how pleasant,” came a high voice from the very most forward
point of their entourage.

"Thisisindeed proving to be an interesting day," agreed the high voice
of the second eunuch.

"With al certainty,” the third added with abelch of ddlight. "Here are
heads we might cut off with impunity!”

"If you gentlemen will excuseus," sad thefirst of the three asthey
quickly placed themselves between Ali Baba's band and the ill-large
contingent of men in white. " Continue toward the palace. We will meet
you there, after we have whetted our swords with blood!"”

So it wasthat that portion of the cave was quickly filled with blood,
screams, and the strange, high laughter of the eunuchs. Ali Babasaw
one white-turbaned head fly one way, and then another, asthe three
guards proved they had not lost their devastating technique.

Ali Babawas now doubly grateful for Achmed's silver tongue, and the
way his clever arguments had enlisted the eunuchs. It had not escaped
the woodcuitter, further, that Achmed and Marjanah shared acertain
attraction. Love, he thought, was dmost as mysterious aforce as
Destiny, but perhaps here, he might see amatch truly madein paradise!

But he had to hurry, or the others would leave him behind upon the
golden path! So did they al move swiftly, past fantastic formal gardens,



and bushes and shrubsin theform of animals, not to mention animalsin
the form of bushes and shrubs, for some of the vegetation seemed
capable of moving from placeto place, and various lesser shrubs could
be seen walking sedately acrossthe manicured lawns. Asfor Ali Baba
and hisfdlows, they marched for so great atime that the carnage
behind them faded to no more than adistant murmur. But till did the
palace seem no nearer than before.

"l believe,” Ali Baba caled ahead to Achmed, who, though they had
been traveling for some time, showed no sign of dackening his pace,
"that thereis someform of trickery involved here. We wak and walk,
and the palace appears no closer. The building islarge, but it cannot be
thet large.”

"The man has discerned the truth,” said someone nearby in asivery
voice.

"It isso unusud for one of his speciesto be so perceptive,” asmilar
voice answered.

"They move about so quickly," athird cdledin jest, "they havenotime
for sudy."

Ali Baba could not abide thisfurther mystery. "Who speaks?’ he
demanded.

"We are merdly afew of the magic talking bushesthat litter this etate,”
one of the voices mentioned dismissively, asif thiswere afact that any
woodcutter should aready have known.

So these bushes not only werefilled with light but spoke aswell?

"The bushes do not talk to everyone,” the onein Ali Baba's hand
mentioned. "Y ou should fed rightfully honored.”

"We haveto admit,” replied the bush, "that when we saw he carried a



talking sone within hisfist, we decided hiswas of the upper class of
humans™

And with that, the bushes and the stone seemed done with the
exchanging of compliments.

"To reach yonder paace," sated one of the magic shrubs, "you must
have the patience of abush.”

"Wait herefor awhile," another added, "and the palace will cometo
you."

Ali Babalooked to the othersin his group.

"I have heard of stranger thingswithin the sories| tell," Harun agreed.
"| think that we should heed the advice of the vegetation, and see what
the palace doesin turn.”

This decison was obvioudy of great concern to othersin the group.
"Marjanah!" Achmed cdlled.

"Princess Badabadur," Aladdin whispered.

"Fatima," sobbed Sinbad.

Ali Babawas not sure which name he wished to call out. Perhapsthat
waswhy he was|eft holding the stone.

"It may well bemat it istimeto tell another story,” Harun suggested,
"say that clever littletale | call "The Magic Potato and the Fart on the

"| fear that we might offend the eunuchs with such stories,” Sinbad
interjected. "Let metell you, rather, in detail, how Fatimaand | were
parted, for perhapsit shal give us some clue asto how we may regain



thewomen."

When it was agreed that thiswas as positive away as any to passthe
time the bushes said was required, Sinbad began his painful description:

"We were being attacked by the most fiendish of demons, known as
He-Who-Must-Be-Ignored. | may only say his name once, for to say it
threetimeswill call him back from whatever foul place he may dwell.
Of dl of us, only Fatima could withstand this demon's horrible humor.
But, as she conquered thisfoul creature, there was agreat explosion,
with severemagical consequences, and mysalf and my companions
scattered about thefield of battle. When | came to my senses, |
crawled over to the palanquin, which was the last known spot we had
heard from Fatima. But to my astonishment, Fatima had disappeared,
and had been replaced by the Queen of the Apes!™

"What happened next," Achmed continued, for he saw that Sinbad was
too overcome to spesk further, "is best left unexplained.”

"The paace!" Harun cdled. "It hasindeed come much closer!”

Ali Babaturned, and saw they were perhaps only a dozen paces awvay
from steps that led to agreat and central door.

"The bushes have advised uswell," he commented, and took six full
paces forward, before he noticed that those steps remained precisely
that same dozen paces away .

"We are not thereyet," he said with asigh. Perhaps, he thought with
discouragement, they would have to keep talking until they found
themsdvesin the pdaces vetibule.

"Thereyou are aready!" came the voice of the first eunuch asthe three
guards approached them upon the path."We thought you would have
gone much farther by now."



"Perhaps they do not know the way," the second eunuch commented.
"Surely, one of us should have taken thetimeto guide you."

"Those men in white were hardly fit opponents,” the third remarked
dismissvely. "Eventudly, they ran away screaming. Snceweare
dedicated to the rescue of Princess Badabadur, we were loath to
follow."

"For now," thefirgt of the three agreed, "the clean decapitation of
twelveto fifteen soulswill haveto suffice.

"There were a couple that were not so clean aswell," the second
remembered grimly.

"The shame of an unpracticed hand,” the third added, Saring at his
oversized fedt.

"But what arewe waiting for?" thefirst announced. "The palaceis here.
We have only to climb the stairway.”

Ali Babalooked down and noticed he stood upon thefirst of the steps.
Hefollowed the eunuchs up toward the great door, which, in the
general manner of al around it, seemed to be made of beaten gold with
great diamonds set in place for the doorknabs.

"Beware!" thefirst eunuch called out. "Men gpproach!™ He glanced
gpologeticdly at Ali Babaand hisfelows. ™Y ou will haveto forgive me,
but it isthe task | have been assigned.”

"Men?" came the sound of women'svoices. "There are more men? We
have not seen men in ever solong.” This announcement was followed
by ahundred shrieks, not of fear, but of anticipation and delight.

"From thetone of their voices," Harun said darkly, "1 think it iswe who
have to beware."



Ali Babalooked upward and saw a hundred windows, and within each
window the face of amaiden, looking upon their approach with great
anticipation.

The great doors swung open by themsealves as the nine approached, as
if they, too, were anticipating what was to come. But Ali Babawas
surprised to see that there was dready some sizable commotion taking
place upon the floor of the great hall before them.

Two dozen women stopped their activity to look at the newcomers as
they entered. They smiled at Ali Babaand hisfellows, and turned to
them with open arms. But there were more present in these hadls, for
behind the women the woodcutter heard apair of distinctly mae groans.

The women parted and Ali Baba could see apair of malefigures upon
thefloor, their once black robesin rags.

"Thank goodnessyou have arrived,” said the first among thieves. He
rose shakily, and seemed to have agreat dedl of trouble placing one
foot in front of the other. "Excuse me. | need water. Fluids of any kind."

"Aladdin!" croaked the other as he, too, rose up, first upon hands and
knees, and then, quite shakily, to hisfeet. "At last we meet without
disguise!" Hetried to laugh, but only made adry, strangled
sound."Know now, that | shall have the lamp and defeat you." He
attempted to take a step, but managed more of astumble. "At least |
will assoon as| get somerest.”

And then the women closed their ranks, and the sight of the two was
lost to the woodcutter. But what would happen now? He had thought,
at the very least, to look for Kassm's wife, although he had to admit
that many of these other women immediately around him were every bit
as atractive, enticing, seductive, comely, luscious, shapely, and
desirable. How could he, lost amidst dl these women, find his destiny?

Ali Babahad athought. The way the women looked upon him, perhaps



thiswas hisdestiny.



Chapter the Thirtieth,
in which we learn what liesin the cave,
and perhaps a truth or two.

Asgreat aswasthe desire of the women, the desire of three of the men
was greater.

Achmed wasthefirst to push himsdlf through the throng, ignoring the
articles of clothing that were torn from his bodly.

"Marjanah!" he cdled.

And somewhere, from the very rear of the hordes of women who were
now filling thisgrest hal, came an answering cry.

"Achmed!”

Aladdin, emboldened by his compatriot's success, pushed hisway past
the hundred grasping hands and kissing lipsto call out the name of the
onethat he desired.

"Princess"

"Pardon?' said awomen who stood upon a balcony overhead. "Are
you referring to me?”

"Princess Badabadur!" Aladdin therefore called her more specificaly.
The beautiful princessfrowned at that. "Have we met?'

"Itisl, Aladdin!" he exclaimed, undaunted, as he climbed the stepsto
take her away.

"I was betrothed to aboy named Aladdin once," she acknowledged,
"before that horrid wizard took me away."



"Fatima," Sinbad called, his courage aso strengthened by the success
of the others. "I know you are here somewhere!"

He was rewarded only with alaugh, both delicate and distant.

And helaughed inturn. "1 saw that flash of hand at the top of the
gairs," he shouted excitedly. "I would recognize that laugh out of a
hundred laughs! | would spot that hand in aseaof hands. Fatimal Itis
your Sinbad! 1 am coming for you!"

There was another laugh amidst the pillars of the landing above. Sinbad
took the stepstwo at atime.

"Where are you, my beloved?' he caled as he reached the landing.
"Hiding behind that curtain?' He gpproached on tiptoe. "I can hear you
breathing. Such a passionate sound! Open up the drapes so that | may
Sseeyou.”

"Ook ook! Scree screel” came the answer from the other side of the
curtain.

Sinbad screamed as a hairy paw emerged from the curtains and
dragged him from sight.

Achmed looked up from where he and Marjanah had been exchanging
deep gazes. " So that is what has happened to the Queen of the Apes.”

Intheir hagte to find their mates, the others had | eft the water bags
containing Kassam littered about the marble floor.

"Women!" Kassm's head called to those about him. "Therewill be no
crowding with mel And nowaitingin lines! | may bedivided six
different wayd"

"Careful now!" Harun called as the women gpproached him. "I am
€lderly and need to be handled with prudence!™



Ali Baba had none of these problems. His only worry was the twenty
or so women who were currently circling him. And, true to the name of
this place, dl of them were beautiful. He had a certain idea of what they
desired and he had to admit that, married man though he was, he might
not be averse to such activity under the proper circumstances with any
one of these women. For achance, he might even have agood day.

But here were twenty of them, and dl of like mind?
Even the best of experiences, Ali Babaredized, may have a bad aspect.

But before the women could do more than push him down upon the
cold marble and tear off haf of hisblack robes, he felt another, greater
tremor beneath him, asif the very earth shook.

"WHAT TRANSPIRESHERE?

He had heard that sort of voice before, if never quite so loud and
forceful. It sounded like this great cavern had at last elected to speak.
And that meant, of course, that the very earth had indeed shaken.

"ENOUGH! THISISBORING. IT ISTIME TO HEAR SOME
STORIES"

By now, dl had paused, whatever their pursuit, frozen by this
interruption. The dramatic effect was no doubt heightened by the fact
that their surroundings shook prodigioudy with every word that was

spoken.

"lan't it time for introductions around here?' said the stone, which
somehow had managed to remain in Ali Baba's hand. The rock, for
one, did not appear to be cowed in the least.

"I AM THE GREATEST OF CAVERNS," the great voice rumbled
and shook, "A CAVE TO SWALLOW LESSER CAVES. YOU



MAY CALL ME-MORDRAG!"

Mordrag? All Babathought. It did not sound at al like afriendly name.
Before this moment, the woodcutter was not even aware that caves
could have names. It certainly sounded impressive.

"Not abad name," the stone acknowledged. "Does it comefrom a
particular sde of thefamily?'

"ACTUALLY, THENAME DOESNOT MEAN A THING. BUT |
THOUGHT IT SOUNDED IMPRESSIVE."

"Indeed it does," the stone acknowledged. "Oh, by theway, Uncle Sd
sayshdlo.”

"TELL HIM THE SAME."

"Why don't you tell him," Ali Baba said softly to the stone, "that this
vigt has been very pleasant and all, but now we redlly must be going?'

"BUT YOU ARE IN MY CAVE AND UNDER MY CONTROL!"
Mordrag rumbled before the stone could utter another word. "ALL
HERE ISMINE!"

But Ali Baba had had enough of being bullied about, whether it was by
aleader of thieves (whom, now that he might think of him as Grubby
Shests, the woodcutter now regarded in an entirely different light) or
the most immense enchanted cavernin dl of the world. He would have
an end of thistyranny, and his succession of very bad days.

"| think now," wastherefore hisonly reply.

"Will you then fight the will of the cavern? the stone asked him with
great excitement.

"l believethat | must,” Ali Babareplied, dmost regretting hisdecison



dready, "dthough | do not know where my fight shal lead.”

"I havethefeding,” therock said generoudy, "that greet thingswill
happen, and dl these many people and ploysthat now swirl about you
will crash together in such aconflagration that it will make the very
earth shake. But then, | am only astone. What do | know?"

"WHAT DO YOU KNOW, INDEED?'

To Ali Baba, thiswas nothing more than another example of petty
bullying. "Enough of thisl" he therefore said, bending over to scoop up
apart of Kassm. "Weareleaving!"

"So soon?" his brother wailed. "Before asingle woman has opened my
water bag?"

"SO YOU THINK!" the cavern rumbled darkly.

"l don't think about any of this" Kassm complained. "I know none of
the women have opened any of my water bags! Do you know how
frugtrating it can be when your parts are so far apart that you cannot
keep in contact with yoursaf? And then to be deprived of the touch of
others? It istoo much."

"YOU TALK AT VERY GREAT LENGTH. | DID NOT REALIZE
WHAT A SERVICE HE HAD DONE WHEN YOUR BROTHER
FIRST REMOVED YOU FROM THE CONFINES OF MY
UPPER TREASURE CHAMBER."

"And | shdl now remove him again," Ali Babasaid camly. "If you all
shall excuse me. | suggest that the others of my party should follow me.”

So it was that the woodcutter was quickly joined by Achmed and
Marjanah, waking arm in arm, then Aladdin leading the way for the
Princess Badabadur, with the three eunuchs protectively guarding her
rear. After thiscame Harun a Raschid, rearranging his robes so that he



might have some dignity, although he aso seemed to have gained a
woman upon ether arm. And then very quickly down the sairsrushed
Sinbad, trying desperately to tie what little remained of hisrobeinto a
functiond loindoth.

Another woman stepped forward from the group. "Would you forget
about me?"'

Ali Babalooked about and redlized that she was the wife of Kassm.
And yes, truly, he had become so upset with the attitude of the cavern
that he might have forgotten about her, at least until he had reached a
place of greater cam.

"Never, dearest one," Kassm reassured her from the water bag now
dung over Ali Babas shoulder. ™Y ou are the primary reason that we
have sought out this paace.”

"Very well," she said as she sauntered over to the woodcutter.
"Perhaps we may use this opportunity to finally get to know each other
better.”

"NO ONE ISGOING TO GET TO KNOW ANYONE ANY
BETTER," the cavern roared, "WITHOUT MY PERMISSION!"

Ali Babadid not fed the dightest urgeto reply. Insteaed, he looked
about at hisever-growing group of compatriots and said: "Shall we

begin?'

"l WILL SHOW YOU DIFFICULTY," the cavern thundered, "WITH
EVERY STEPYOU TAKE!"

And, as Ali Baba started down the steps, he saw that the cavern had
made good upon itsthreet. For there, ganding in the midst of the
garden, were adozen men in once white robes with scimitars a the
ready. Thistime, however, there was a certain additional difference
about these adversaries, for none of these men sported a head.






Chapter the Thirty-first,
in which the day becomes not only bad
but thoroughly confusing.

"At lagt!" Kassm called from hiswater bag enclosure. "Hereisan
opportunity for me to show my worth!"

"Pardon?" Ali Babasaid, for histhoughts were upon their headless foes.

"Takemeout of thisbag and throw mein their midst!" Kassm
explained with enthusiasm. "I shdl rest upon their necks, where their
own heads should be. At the very leadt, it will confuse them. At the
best, perhaps | can control them and turn their swords to our
advantage!"

Ali Babadecided he would do as his brother bade, if only so he would
not have Kassm's head continue to shout into his ear.

"Beware!" cdled the three eunuchs as they advanced upon the headless
warriors."Where we once cut off heads, we now remove arms and legs
and torsod™

"Well, brethren,” Aladdin said to hisfelowsin black, "let us see how
well we learned to fight while we were among the thieves."

Ali Babalifted Kassm's head from his sack.

"It isgood to look upon you again, brother,” Kassm remarked. "It gets
exceedingly boring within the sack.”

"No doubt," Ali Babareplied as he found he till had some difficulty
speaking with a head, even that of his brother, when there was no body
attached. "1 will attempt to tossyou true."

And s0 hedid, asacal came from amidst the women.



"Wait!" Ali Babarecognized the voice asthat of hisdave, Marjanah.

Kassm's head landed upon the shoulder of one of the headless men.
He grabbed the white cloth with histeeth, shouting astring of muffled
gyllablestha might have said: "I am dmost to my god!"

"Why arewe so quick to fight?' Marjanah indgted. "It isamdetrait, |
am afraid, and not well considered. And furthermore, Mordrag, why
do you so confront your guests at the first sgn of conflict?"

The cave rumbled benesth her. "WHAT DO YOU MEAN?WHAT
SHOULD | HAVE DONE?'

Kassm attempted to pull himself up closer to the severed neck, using a
combination of tongue and teeth. The body would have none of it,
however, and proceeded to shake its shouldersin an attempt to
didodge its unwanted guest. Kassm uttered another string of syllables
muffled by the cloth, that thistime could possbly have said: "Thisis
more difficult than | had thought!"

"Y ou collect gold and women as divertissements,” Marjanah continued
to the cave, "and want to hear nothing but novel stories. From
everything | know of your existence, your greatest enemy is boredom.”

"CAVESARE NOT KNOWN FOR THEIR VERSATILITY "
Mordrag admitted. "BEFORE | KILL YOU ALL AND START
WITH A NEW BATCH, WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE ME DO?"

The body upon which Kassm rode now attempted to poke at the head
with its sword, an awkward maneuver at best, since the body had no
gyesto guideit. Kassm once again caled out anew line of virtualy
nonunderstandable syllables, athough he might have said: " Get me off
of herel”

"Y ou are aways looking for adventures,” Marjanah explained. "Instead
of attempting to stop usin ours, why not let it run its course so that you



might revel in itsrichness?"

"WOMAN, YOU HAVE CONVINCED ME, FOR NOW,"
Mordrag acknowledged. "BUT REMEMBER, SINCE CAVES ARE
NOT GENERALLY KNOWN FOR TALKING, WE HAVE
DEVELOPED NO TRADITION FOR KEEPING OUR WORD."

And with that, the dozen bodies fell back to the earth. Kassm rolled
freewith ayelp. After he had regained his breath, he mentioned, "At
least dl | do, | do with dignity.”

Ali Baba scooped up the head and placed it again in the water bag
before Kassm might comment further.

"Then what will you have us do now?" asked Marjanah boldly of the
cave. Now that the bodies no longer threatened, Achmed returned to
her sdeto look upon her with great admiration.

"THERE ARE OTHERSBESIDES Y OU WHO WANDER THESE
HALLWAYS. WHY NOT GO FOR YOUR ADVENTURE?' The
cavern chuckled, that same sound Ali Baba had heard the first time he
discovered the treasure trove. "OH, Y ES. OPEN, SESAME!"

And with that, another stone dab crashed down upon the still dightly
twitching bodies of the headless warriors. Sinbad, who was closest to
thefallen dab, took a cautious ook outside. "It appearsto be the same
corridor through which we entered. Although how you might precisdy
tell one cave from another is quite beyond me.”

"RETRACE YOUR STEPS," Mordrag instructed, "AND YOU
SHALL FIND YOUR ADVENTURE."

Ali Babadecided that he would once again lead the way. He looked
down at the smooth piece of granite within hishand. "Are you ready for
this, O guardian stone?'



"| think the scope of thisislarger than what | am used to handling,” the
stone replied with some uncertainty. "Then again, what | am used to
handling is generdly sitting in the same place for thousands of yearsat a
time, pressed down by gravity. | shall do what can.”

The others followed the woodcuiter into the passageway, rdighting
their torches to pierce the darkness. At the end of a short corridor,
there was once again astairway leading up.

"Shdl we?' Ali Babasaid to dl those who followed.
"AFTER YOU," the voice of Mordrag bellowed al around.

They began to climb the airs. But the stairs only went for ashort way,
followed by another corridor of some distance that twisted to the lft,
and only then another set of stairs. In short, the passage up did not
appear to conform to what Ali Baba remembered of the passage down.

"Could the cavern be playing with us?' he asked aoud.
"COULD BE," Mordrag rumbled from the floor, ceiling, and wdlls.

"Must you toy with usin thisfashion?" Aladdin asked. "Will you ever |et
usgo?'

"IF1 TOLD YOU THAT, THISSITUATION WOULD LOSE ALL
ITSSUSPENSE. | WILL TELL YOU THIS. | QUITE AGREE
WITH THE YOUNG MARJANAH. THERE ISSTILL A CERTAIN
DRAMA TO BE WORKED OUT."

At that ingtant, Ali Babawondered if hisyoung dave'sintercession had
helped them or hurt them.

The steps ended quite suddenly, to be replaced by yet another corridor
that seemed to stretch far beyond the range of their torchlight.



"Where arewe?' Achmed said to those around him.

None of them had any idea.

"Wearelost forever!" Kassmwailed.

"Y ou dwayswere abit on the spindess side," hiswife remarked.

But Ali Babawas beginning to have someinkling asto that way in
which things work within an enchanted cavern. "There ssemsto be
hope for hewho has apositive attitude," he said to the others. "Things
have changed in the corridors and cavern below when | have asked
questions or made decisons. Therefore, | must make adecison now."
Hefdt abit foolish attempting thisin a place where there was no
indication of another passageway whatsoever. But why not? 1t had
worked before.

"Oh," hetherefore cdled, "open, Sesame!”

The three eunuchs yel ped as atrapdoor opened benesth their feet.

"Where have they gone?' Harun asked as he thrust historch into the
new opening. "l believe see-gold!”

"Then isthis another entrance to the treasure trove?' Achmed asked.

"It must be!™ Sinbad agreed. "And the magic lamp iswithin there as
wdl."

"I bdieve" Aladdin said to those around him, "that it istimefor usto
follow our brethren.” And with that, he, too, jumped through the
opened space.

What could Ali Babado but follow?



Chapter the Thirty-second,
in which a certain cavern becomes crowded with
more than gold.

The drop was not far. Ali Babaand the others hit the piles of loose coin
with aseries of resounding chinks.

"Beware!" the eunuchs called from nearby. "We are not done within
these treasure rooms.”

"Then the magician and our chieftain have preceded us" Sinbad
surmised. "Aladdin, quickly! Beforethey find thelamp! Y ou must use
thering, and pray that the djinni has rested enough!”

Inthis, at last, Aladdin agreed, and quickly rubbed hisring. Thistime, a
suitable amount of purple smoke erupted therefrom, and then as
quickly disspated to reveal the obsidian djinni. The cregture's eyes
were bright in the dim light of thisback corner of the treasure room,
and he opened hisfearsome mouth to say the following:

"Though slave to the ring and still sore fatigued, | amready to
serve you in what you need. What will you, master, what will you?"

"Somewhere within thishoard," Aladdin explained, "thereisalamp that
contains another of your kind. Find that lamp and bring it herel”

But thistime, the djinni hesitated. "I am not certain | can do that, O
master. We of die spiritua sort are governed by dtrict rules of
noncompetition and interference. Djinn are by and large creatures of
litude.”

"Perhaps," Achmed said reasonably, "we should firgt extinguish those
torcheswhich are till lit. There seemsto be afair amount of light in the
main chamber beyond, and | think it would behoove usto hide our
presence aslong as possible.”



It wastrue, thought Ali Baba. Although they had falen into aroom of
some congderable size, so filled with gold coins that hislegs sank down
to hiskneeswithin the piles and till he felt no bottom, this appeared to
be but an antechamber of the main treasure hall. Through the large
arched doorway that led into the area he could see the reflections of
flickering torchlight, that same torchlight, no doubt, that he hed
witnessed when first he had found that treasure, and that, while only a
few days padt, now seemed like alifetime gone.

Ali Babafdt apair of smooth yet strong hands grasp one of hisown.
"Itisso dark in this corner without the torchlight,” said the husky voice
of Kassm'swife, close by hisear. "l am so fortunate to have strong
armsto protect me."

"l am sorry to disgppoint you, O wife," Kassim caled from where his
head was dung over Ali Babas shoulder."But | bdievemy amsarein
two entirely different water bags.”

Harun pulled hislegsforward with effort through the mass of coins, his
every move surrounded by agreat jangling of gold. "It escapesme,” he
mentioned, "how we might secretively approach anyoneif we must
trave through thismorass.”

"Vey wdl," Aladdin said. "O djinni of thering!"

The great dark spirit nodded. "I hear and obey. Within certain
limitations, of course.”

Therefore did Aladdin ask: "Might you trangport usto the middle of the
great treasure room beyond?'

Thedjinni made aquick count of al in hispresence. "Thisiseasly
within my powers. Consder it done!”

Ali Babablinked and found himsdf in aroom filled with torchlight,
transported ingtantly with al his companions, the three women, and the



three eunuchs. All of them stood upon agresat platform made of gold.
And dl about them was more gold, coins and bracel ets and statues and
ingots and large raw nuggets of it, the sheer monotony of color broken
up here and there by occasiond idands of jewels of every conceivable
hue. In the distance, Ali Baba could see aseries of vestibuleswhich
ringed thispalatia chamber. Surely, it was from one such vestibule that
the djinni had brought them, but from that first room Ali Babahad had
no idea of the size and scope of the wedlth contained here, for, if the
room where they had been were a golden pond, they now looked out
over the ocean.

"I had noidea," Harun spoke for al of them. " Such wedlth putseven dl
my palacesto shame.

"It waslittle wonder that the thieveswere finding it difficult to collect
gold," Achmed said. "It ppearsthat thisroom might contain everything
of vauefrom our part of theworld.”

"Twenty-three billion four hundred million seven hundred sixty-three
thousand and seventeen dinars,”" Sinbad announced. "And that isonly
upon the surface.

"Perhapsit does contain everything of vaue from the entireworld,"
Achmed added with alow whigtle.

"I have heard of cavernswith great longings," remarked the stone till

cradled in the woodcutter's hand. " Caves are, after dl, nothing but
great holeslonging to befilled.”

Ali Babafdt ashapely leg pressed againg hisside. "Longing is
something | can understand,” Kassm's wife whispered.

"But | must admit,” the stone continued, "that Uncle Mordrag has
become something of an overachiever.”

"But where, among dl this" Ali Babadespaired, "might wefind the



lamp that contains the djinni and the key to our fortune?"

It was, the woodcutter agreed, adaunting sight. A cavern that was
amassing al the weath within theworld? If the cavern was as
successful with its other pursuits asit was here, Ali Babawished he
might have had more time to examine the Paace of Beautiful WWomen.
But, then again, there was one beautiful woman who was very near. Ali
Baba suddenly wished that he had not chosen to carry the water bag
that contained Kassm's head. It was difficult to consider his brother's
wifewith aportion of hisbrother so near.

"Why not cal forth the djinni from thering?* Sinbad suggested. "He
would not bring usthe lamp, but he said nothing about helping to locate
it"

"A fineidea," Aladdin agreed, as he once again rubbed thering.
Thedjinni appeared after the required smoke:

"I'm slave to the lamp, and so cannot rest, But all thiswork | begin
to detest. What wish you, O master, what wish you this time?"

Perhaps, Ali Babathought, they might overtax thisdjinni &t last.

"A thousand pardons, O spirit of thelamp,” Aladdin said solicitoudy,
"but we have another request. While we know you may not fetch us
another djinni, we were wondering if you might be ableto indicate
where within this large room one might reside?

"l am certainly ableto do that,” the djinni agreed. "Isthat al you wish?'
"Certainly not,” Aladdin snapped in away that showed how frayed his
emotions had become. "We require that you point to wherever that
djiinni may reside.”

It was hard to read an expression upon aface that reflected al light, but



gill did Ali Bababelievethe djinni frowned.

"After dl this practice, one might think you would have learned how to
phrase your wishes." He grunted, a sound without enthusiasm. "
suppose there is nothing within the djinn's code of conduct that should
keep me from indicating another of my kind, although such arequest
does do some damage to my pride of profession. Very well. At least |
will recelve somerest." He pointed to hisright. "The nearest djinni isin
yonder pile, and a powerful one heisindeed.”

"Where?' Aladdin demanded. "l see no copper lamp!”

"Thisdjinni does not reside within acopper lamp,” the spirit answered
smugly, "but in yonder colorful bottle.”

Ali Baba saw both Sinbad and Achmed take a step backward upon
the platform at the very mention of such acontainer.

"Do you recognize that bottle?' Achmed asked.

"I most certainly do,” Sinbad answered. "It isthe samein whichwe
captured the great and terrible Ozzie, adjinni of far too much power."

"So Ozzieisimprisoned here aswell? Perhagps al the wedth of the
world truly doesreside within this cavern,” Achmed repeated with
wonder.

They heard a deep, appreciative chuckle from the cavern walls.

"A cavernisnothing without areputation,” the sonein Ali Babas hand
remarked.

"But that isnot the djinni we desire!” Aladdin exclaimed. "Isthere
another hereaswell?’

"Threeor four, in actudity," the ring spirit replied. "A couple of them



are quite minor. Thereisabutton djinni dmogt at your feet. Thereis
even lessroom for adjinni in abutton than thereisin aring. And upon
thefar sde of theroom isathimble djinni, and in the antechamber
behind us resides a head-of-a-pin djinni."

"Button djinni?* Kassm called from hisbag. "Thimble djinni? Would
ether of them know anything about tailoring?"

But the ring spirit did not acknowledge Kassm's question, for Kassm
did not hold the ring. Instead, he continued to search about the gold.
"Lamp, did you say? Wéll, thereisthat other djinni halfway acrossthe
room." He turned about to wave behind them dl. "While nowhere near
as powerful asthisfellow in the bottle close by, heis behind yonder pile
of gold"-the ring spirit pointed once again-"close to a couple of other
gentlemen. | suppose you can see none of them from your vantage

paint.”

"Beware!" one of the eunuchs called out triumphantly. "What did we
say about others being in the room?'

With al thiswealth and strangeness about him, Ali Babahad quite
forgotten about their adversaries, and no doubt the others had aswell.

All upon the platform turned about to look at the other half of the ocean
of gold. They were rewarded by acry of triumph from behind that
particular gold pile.

"One of the two gentlemen now hasthelamp,” the ring djinni explained.
"Pardon. Both of them now haveit."

The cry of triumph was quickly followed by other shouts, these more
angry innature.

"Oh, no, you don't!"

"It isyou who won't!"



"| thought we agreed to share dl things equal ly!"
"Mog certainly! Then why will you not share your haf?"

Asthe voices continued, Ali Baba saw first one hand, then another,
then two different hands holding alamp, rise above the golden pile.

"| shal cast aspdl upon you!™

"| shal beforced to use my deadly scimitar!™

Thetop of the golden pile exploded outward as the two men rolled
forward, arms and legs entangled, the magic lamp somewherein their
middt.

"I haveit now!"

"Oh, no, you don't!"

"My hand wastherefirg!"

"Only ontop of ming!"

"Hold!" the chieftain caled asthey reached the bottom of the pile. "We
arenot dongl”

"l am fully familiar with that sort of trick to distract my attention,” the
mage replied with heavy sarcasm. "Y ou forget who it isthat performs
magic tricks-oh, we do have visitors, do we not?'

Both bandit and mage had noticed Ali Baba and his band.

"You therel" the chieftain cdled. "My loyd followers Destroy thisfoul
wizard, for heisthe source of al our troubles™



All Babafound he had no dedire a dl to perform any servicefor his
former leader. Those at hissde seemed similarly inclined, for no one
made amove of any sort.

"Y our mastery no longer imprisonsus," Harun said to the chieftain,
"without the extra pressure of the magician's spdlls.”

"Oh, thereisthat, isn't there?' The chieftain frowned. "Magician!
Renew your spells quickly so that | may compel these men to tear
you-oh, dear. That doesn't gppear to work, doesit?'

"Soon, nothing will work for you," die magician declared as he dipped
and did upon the coins beneath him. "Drat! How may you havea
decent struggle if you may never gain any footing?”

"Nothing will work for either of you, soon," Aladdin called, "now that
we know the magician'strue identity!"

"And, furthermore,”" Achmed added, "we can now think of our former
leader as'Grubby Sheets.™

With that, the bandit chieftain roared, and, fueled by agreat and terrible
anger, wrested the lamp from the magician.

"Ming" the chieftain caled. "At last, my liver shdl returnto me. The
lampisming”

"l think not!" the magician replied in avoice that indicated hewasnot in
the least impressed. "Firdtly, though, | haveto clean up thisplace abit!"
He shouted three mystic words and made a pass above his head.

The chieftain yelped as the coins beneath his feet dissppeared. The
lamp went clattering out of hishands.

Ali Babawas amazed at the magician's power. With the smplest of
gestures, he had taken the gold, and rearranged it within the room so



that therewas agreat wall of coins, stretching floor to high celling
around much of the perimeter, and immediately in front of thiswall
were negtly sorted piles of jewels and other valuables which, because
of size and shape, might not be properly stacked. The only gold which
hadn't moved in the room seemed to be the large centra platform on
which Ali Babaand his compatriots still remained. So it wasthat,
abruptly and amazingly, the magician's spell had reveded over haf the
cavernfloor.

"I should hire you upon aregular bass," the voice of Mordrag rumbled
from thewalls. "Imagine how much more gold | might placein here
now than before!”

But the magician wasintent on something more vauable than gold.
With the surprise of the spell working to his advantage, he rushed for
thefdlen lamp.

"Thelamp!" Aladdin declared. "But it istoo far! | shdl never reechit!”
"Cdl your djinni!" Achmed suggested strongly.

"Oh, of coursel™ Aladdin replied, for the djinni had resumed his earlier
habit of returning to the ring at the first possible notice.

"Itistoolate!” themagician cdled in triumph. "Thelamp shdl be ming!™

"I think not!" boomed avoice from thefar end of the cavern. Everyone
in the great chamber looked quickly to that part of the room.

There, surrounded by his expert bowmen, stood One Thumb.

"l have twenty men," One Thumb remarked with practiced gloating,
"each of whom can easily loose an arrow before you might take astep
and speak aspdl. It was awfully kind of dl of you to show ustheway
to these untold riches. Now that we see the gold, of coursg, itisours,
not to mention avery interesting lamp!”



"I think not!" awoman's voice caled from the extreme opposite end of
the cavern.

Ali Babaand everyone el se turned back in amazement to look at this
most recent intruder.

"Oh, woe!" further said the woman. "1 feared the worst had happened
to you, my husband!"

Ali Babacould not believe his eyes and ears. The woman at the end of
the cave was hiswife, and she was further accompanied by aman who
wore the high helmet and bright uniform of the captain of the guard.

Then did the woodcuitter's curiogity overwhelm him. "How do you
come here, O wife?' Ali Babacalled.

"It was amplicity itself,” the cagptain of the guard replied in her steed.

"Y ou had given her some basic directions, which started us upon our
way. Once we reached the vicinity, al we had to do wasfollow thetrail
of exhausted and dehydrated men in white robes."

"Oh, woel" hiswife further remarked. "I could think of nothing eseto
do, for without you to talk to, what ismy life?'

"Perhaps," Kassm'swife said close by Ali Babasear, "1 might be your
second wife, and take care of al those needs your first wife may not."

"I heard that!" Kassm yelled from hiswater bag. "How can you marry
him when you are dready married to me?"

Kassin'swife put her shapely hands upon her even shapelier hips.
"Wasnt it you yoursdf who said, ‘Now that | am cut into Six pieces, |
shdl not havelong to live?

"A hushand has aright to be melodramatic!" he whined defensively.



"And awife hasaright to plan for her futurel" she said defiantly.

"It was my early depresson taking," Kassm explained. "Perfectly
understandable, considering what had happened. | am but alittle
disorganized.”

At that, hiswife nodded sadly. "It gives one very little solace to hug a
water bag.”

"Oh, woe!" Hiswife's newest cry brought the woodcutter's attention
back to her. "Now our adventureis over, and | must return to being a
common housawifel"

"And we, of course, get to keep dl the gold," the captain of the guard
remarked. "One of the sultan'slaws coversthis, | am sure. Or, if not,
he will be glad to invent one." He took astep around the nearest wall of
gold coins. "With gold to this extent, even the sultan may at last bdance
hisbudget! And we must retain everything elsefor evidence, including,
what wasit, alamp? Y es, very certainly, thelampisours.”

"I think not!" the wizard exclaimed as he shouted out ahaf dozen
words. The captain of the guard froze where he stood, and an instant
later appeared to have turned into a statue of solid gold.

"The same will happen to anyone else who takes a step toward me, or
looses any arrow or spear!” He walked dowly and ddliberately toward
thefalen lantern. "I have struggled for thislamp for twenty years,
including apair serving beneath the most disgusting of bandit leaders.”
The bandit chieftain cried in outrage, but made no further move.

"l worked my spells” the magician continued, "to make certain we
would find ever-more-inept thievesto join our band.”

Thethievesaround Ali Babacried in outrage. After amoment, Ali
Babajoined them. Inept? He was among the very best of woodcutters!



"Can you imagine?' Thewizard chuckled. "Inducting aman who has
aready been cut into Sx pieces?’

Kassm cried in outrage. "'If | wasn't trapped within awater bag," he
muttered theregfter.

"And dl adong, | watched and waited for my opportunity to be shown
the lamp, and take it for my own. Once we had been attacked by the
overbearing One Thumb and hismen in fussy white, | knew | had my
chancel”

One Thumb and hismen cried in outrage. " Go and tear him limb from
limb!" One Thumb screamed.

None of hismen took hisadvice, preferring, no doubt, to regard the
newest gold statue of the captain of the guard.

"Soitwas" the magician continued his explanation in the manner of
villains everywhere,"that | managed to endure the vile company of the
leader of the thieveslong enough for him to show methe location of the
lamp. What sacrifices | have made! No one but | deservesthis prize.
Now itismine™

"Wethink not!" Ali Babalooked over to the third of the cavern's many
entry ways. There stood hundred upon hundreds of the occupants of
the Palace of Beautiful Women. "We have endured days, months, even
years of imprisonment within this enchanted place. Some of uslet our
base desires overwhelm us when you first appeared, but no more. If
anyone deserves the spoils of this cavern, it iswe who were used so
badly. There are many wise women among us aswell, who will be glad
to counter any spdllsyou may have devised!”

"Enough talk!" thewizard yelled as he doveto thefloor. "I havethe
lamp!”



Chapter the Thirty-third,
in which djinni meets djinni,
and thereisa cave to pay.
Achmed jostled Aladdin. " So why haven't you rubbed your ring?"

"Oh, yes," Aladdin remarked as he set to work. "I become easily
distracted by large groups of people.”

But the wizard was busy aswell, so busy that two plumes of purple
smoke erupted from the two different sources dmost smultaneoudy,
and two booming voicesfilled the room.

"l anthedjinni of the magic lamp-"

"Save of the ring and once again here-"

"I've beenin there so long | might have-"

"It appears you have called me once too often-"

Thetwo djinni stared at each other and exploded s multaneoudy:

"I cannot hear mysdf!"

They both paused to glare for amoment before they added:

"No one makes anoise when adjinni talks!"

"Destroy them!” the wizard called to the spirit of the lamp.

"Wait aminute, O magter,” the lamp djinni replied. "1 had not even
gotten to the 'What will you' part of my speech. Thereisacertain

etiquette to be observed here."

"What can you expect from humans?' thering djinni commented.



"Andwho areyou?' the spirit of the lamp remarked, his shining golden
nosehighinthear."A common ring djinni?’

The other's eyesflashed with alight of degpest crimson. "Thereis
nothing common abouit ring djinn! We are among the most hardworking
of dl the piritd”

"And among the most common,” the golden spirit ingsted dismissvely.
"L et usconcludethis, O master, so that | may get away from these
crestures and back to the peace of my lamp."

"Isthat 07" thering djinni replied. "'l was angry enough when | came
out of my ring, but perhaps my anger was misplaced upon the humang!
Do you think it iseasy to live your entire existence crammed withina
tiny ring, being ever careful to tuck your powers around you so you will
not lose any more than necessary?"

"Enough of thiscomplaining!" the lamp djinni replied. "Perhaps| should
destroy more than these pitiful humans who hide behind you. Perhaps
you have outlived your ussfulnessaswel !

"You dare?" thering spirit asked in amazement. "But what of the djinni
conventions?'

"Wdl, yes, there are those," the lamp spirit replied, humbled abit, it
seemed, by the reminder. "Very well, | will only destroy those around
you."

Ali Babalooked up at the greet golden spirit. Did that mean they would
be destroyed despite having adjinni?

But then Marjanah stepped forward. "Wait amoment, herel”

"Y ou may proceed, O master,” the lamp djinni remarked. "Or, in
keeping to the letter of convention, perhaps| should say, "What will



you, O master, what will you?"

"Areyou, amighty ring djinni, going to dlow anyoneto tak to youin
such afashion?' Marjanah quickly asked.

"What do you mean?"' thering djinni asked in asomewhat confused
manner.

"So | can have them destroyed now?' the wizard asked of the djinni of
the lamp.

"You are smply going to et that other snobbish spirit destroy us, and
therefore assert that heisfar better than acommon spirit like you?”

"Why, no, of course not. | never meant to do anything of the kind.
Nothing isfurther from the truth!"

"Why, certainly you can," said thelamp djinni. "Istha what you wish?
After dl thistime, you must have thought about what you redlly wanted.”

"Widll, then," Marjanah continued, "do something to prove your point!"
The obsdian spirit frowned. "Might you have any suggestions?

"Aladdin!” Marjanah ingtructed. "Tdl the spirit of thering to destroy the
megidan!"

So it wasthat Aladdin wished for the destruction of the mage at the
same ingtant the mage wished for the destruction of Aladdin and his
fdlows

"Very wdl!" both djinni said asone. ™Y our wish is my command.”

"Wifeof ming" Kasam called. "Wewill surdly die. Can we not be
reconciled?'



"With one portion,” hiswife asked dismissvely, "or dl Sx?"

"Pardon me," the ring spirit said to that of thelamp. "'l haveto passyou
to destroy your master.”

"So sorry,” thelamp spirit said in return, "but | cannot alow that until |
have destroyed your master firgt."

The two djinn stared at each other for along moment.

"Isthat s0?" thelamp spirit said at last.

"Who isgoing to make me?' thering spirit replied.

"I will not be lectured by acommon ring dweller!”

"Y ou probably never think to polish your lamp!”

So it wasthat both djinn rose higher and higher above them, each
shouting at the other, and doing nothing but shouting. By issuing
contrary wishes, Aladdin and the wizard had neutralized both of them!
And with that, the cave rumbled around them. "Enough isenough. This
was amusing for amoment. Y ou wereright to allow the dramato play
itsdlf out. But it cravesresolution!”

"But what do we do now?" Ali Babasaid aoud.

"I believe the women should return to their paace," the cavereplied. "'l
will congtruct asimilar structure for the men. Then both women and

men will spend therest of their daystelling me diverting stories.”

"Inthisway," the stonein Ali Babas hand admitted, "at least one will
recaive hisheart'sdesre.”

"Owifel" Kassm cdled. "Might you hold me together for afind



embrace? We are to be separated forever!”

"And nonetoo soon,” hiswife replied as she watched the dramaunfold
above her.

"Forgive me, O master,” Marjanah interjected, "but perhaps| should
attempt some further conversation with those above.”

"lan't she among the most wonderful of women?* Achmed enthused.

"l warn you!" Mordrag cried with adistant rumble. "Any tricks, and it
will go badly for you!"

"Djinn" Marjanah cdled. "Why do you fight each other?"

"Itisnot my wish," said the dave of thering, "but this obstinate fellow
from the lamp will not be moved.”

"Itisneither my desire" said the dave of thelamp, "but what can you
do with trying to reason with the lower order?"

"Mayhaps,” Marjanah cdled, "it istimefor you to rise above the petty
wishes of these humans, and do something truly spectacular. Something
that will st you gpart from dl other djinn.”

Achmed, catching the direction of her argument, added with great
enthusiasm: " Something that will be handed down in story and song,
from generation to generation, both in the spirit reelm and on the human
plang!”

"That does not sound unreasonable,” the lamp djinni murmured.

"| could seethat it has possibilities,” the ring djinni agreed.

"Of course," Marjanah continued, "you would need such asusto
spread the tale, and thus assure that your fame was well known



everywhere"

"Wait amoment,” the cave rumbled. "Thisisgoing too fast for amind
made of stone. | will have quiet now so that you may resume your
diverting gories”

But Marjanah had gonetoo far to be stopped now. "Quickly!" she
urged. "Open the top of this cavern to the sky and raise up dl within!"

"Youwill befamousforever!" Achmed exclamed. "Weshdl cdl it
Nationd Djinni Day!"

"I don't know if | wish to befamousdongsdearing djinni!” thedave
of thelamp announced.

"Isthat s0?" the ring spirit replied. "I would wager that you cannot find
your way out of that drafty lamp in the morning!”

"Enough of this!" Mordrag reasserted. "They will argue forever!”

And Ali Babaredlized that, despite the best efforts of the most clever
of daves, they would probably continue to do exactly that.

"So who will tel me astory before | lose patience? Y ou, in Six pieces.
Surely you mugt have six testo tell!”

"Leavemedonel" Kassmwhined. "'l have been having abad day!"

"I have had enough of insubordination,” Mordrag rumbled loudly. "1 will
show you what happens to those who do not obey an enchanted
cavern!”

And with that, Kassm screamed.

All wasdlent for amoment.



"What have you doneto my brother?' Ali Baba demanded.

"Beware!" the nearest of the eunuchs announced. "Wewill ook within
the bag upon your shoulder, for we are used to blood.”

So saying, dl three eunuchs huddled around that water bag which Ali
Baba had handed to them. They opened it and looked within, their
expressons ,of auniform severity.

A squesky voice, higher even than those of the eunuchs, called out
from deep within. "Kassm does not forget! | will get you for thid"

The leader of the eunuchs quickly closed the bag.

"Those are his teeth who spoke.”

"They are no longer connected to hisface," the second added.
"Hishead isnow in Sx pieces,” mentioned the third.

"Asaretherest of hisparts,” the cave findly added with adark
chuckle, "which now number six times six. But come! Do not make me
test my strength again. Who will tell meadiverting story?"

And with that, everyone spoke at once.

"l cantell you of the story of the Great 19and Volcano and the Even
More Magnificent Fart," Harun suggested.

"That story may betoo diverting,” Mordrag murmured.

"Oh, woel" cried thewife of Ali Baba "Hewants me, apoor brideof a
woodcutter, to tell him stories?"

"One Thumb has not risen to his position of prominence by ignoring the
needs of others. Perhaps we might make an arrangement.”



"Wewill not go meekly back to the Palace of Beautiful Women! We
want you to know that there will be some changes made!”

"Therewill be no stories here!" yelled the subcaptain of the guard. "Not
until we collect the taxes upon dl thiswedth!”

"Mineisbigger than yourd" shouted the lamp djinni.
"Y our mother was asuccubud” replied thering spirit.

"Enough!" Mordrag cried. "I cannot ded with dl of this Why did |
have to branch out into collecting humans, after al?Why could | not be
stisfied with unlimited wedth!"

"Uncle Sid ways said your reach exceeded your grasp!” the stonein
Ali Babasfist announced. "I never understood that, considering that
cavesdon't have arms.”

"Oh, woe!" cdled thewife of Ali Baba. "Such alarge cavern, and he
cannot bear to listen to afew smple complaints?

"I will not be criticized!" Mordrag screamed, and the very earth shook
al about them. "Especidly by that woman. Should she spend any time
at al down here, | should surely go mad. Perhaps| should let her go.
Perhaps | should et you dl go. But that seemslike far too much
trouble. Insteed, | believe | will crush you under athousand tons of
rock, and start afresh!”

And with that, the cavern truly began to shake.



Chapter the Last,
inwhich lifeis saved,
freedomislost, and the story goes on and on.

"Uncle Sid aways said that Mordrag had atemper,” the onein Ali
Baba's possession commented.

"What will we do?" Ali Babamoaned. "Wewill dl surely die"

"Unless we can find some entity who might be stronger than this
enchanted cavern, | fear thisis s0," agreed the stone.

"And yet both of the djinn arelocked in their argument of contrary
wished" the woodcutter lamented.

"But did not the ring spirit mention that there was adjinni of even more
power present?’ the stone asked.

Rocks began to fall around the periphery of the cavern.

"The spirit in the bottle?" Ali Babalooked up at the beginning of the
end. "l suppose anything is better than death. But where isthe bottle?!

"Itisover dightly to your right, on top of apile of smilar bottles" the
soneexplained.

"Oh, soitis" Ali Babaremarked. "But how were you ableto-"

"I do not have time to explain how something without eyes can see”" the
stoneinterrupted "We must save such explanations for another part of
the story. What is more important isto take the top from that bottle and
releasethedjinni insde.”

Ali Baba shifted hisfeet to regain his ba ance as the earth rose benegth
him. "How do you suggest that | do this?!



"Throw me," the onereplied. "Y ou have the good muscles and eye of
awoodcutter, and I might be able to shift and turn myself abit to
guarantee adirect hit."

The woodcutter quickly agreed. Helifted hisarm.

"Areyou prepared?’ he asked.

"A stone can never be anything but ready.”

With that, Ali Babalaunched the missile. Despite the horrendous
commotion around them, it flew straight and true, and knocked off the
cork of the bottle'stop.

Nothing further happened.

"What isamiss?' Ali Babacaled. "Have we hit the wrong bottle?"

"It isthe correct bottle," the stone called back, "but | did naught but
shear the cork intwo! | havefailed, and now | can but st here! It'sa
problem with being astone! All therest of you are doomed, for thereis
no way to open that bottle!"

Ali Babastared hard at the stone. Why had he not thought of this
before?!

"Open, Sesame!" he cdled.
And the cork popped out of the bottle.

"LOOK OUT, O WORLD OF MEN!" caled avoice even larger than
that of the cavern. "OZZIE HASRETURNED, AND HE'SREADY
FOR ANYTHING!" And with that, purple smoke ten timesthe
thickness of any Ali Baba had seen before erupted from the bottle and
formed itself into avery large and unpleasant face of the deepest green.



"What?' Mordrag mumbled.

"Y ou want this cave controlled?' Ozzie said. "Congder it afavor for a
favor. Itistheleast | can do for he who has freed me. Mordrag will
deep for ahundred years."

The cavern stopped shaking abruptly. Ali Baba had saved them all.
"Ozziel" cameacdl from Ali Babassde.

"Sinbad," the djinni replied.

"That ismy name," Sinbad seemed to reply automaticaly.

"l do lovetheway that works." The djinni chuckled. "Now, what shdll |
dotodl of you? Surdly, dl of mankind deserves some punishment for
locking mein abottlefor dl thistime!™

Punishment? thought Ali Baba. Perhaps he had dso doomed them all.
"But we have just freed you-" he began.

"And | have saved you," Ozziereplied. "The dateis clean. Now
dlence, before| turn you into something who might dwell in this sort of
place”

Thedjinni paused amoment in slent consideration.

"l likethisstorytelling,” Ozziesaid a last. "If | hear astory of sufficient
amusement, | might spareyou al. Of course, if | don't, | most probably
will destroy you dl in asingularly unpleasant and painful fashion.
Nothing, | assure you, so smple asthe fate of Kassm.”

"Beg pardon, O djinni of the bottle," said the spirit of thelamp, for the

two other djinn had finally ceased their argument for enough timeto
recognize this newcomer. "But we were in this place before you, and so



must, by those rulesthat govern al of our kind, demand that you give
us precedence-"

Ozzie materidized ahand and snapped hisfingers before the other
djinni could say another word. The two other spirits screamed as one
asthey were drawn together into the bottle.

"Theleast | could do was give them a chance to become truly
acquainted,” Ozzie said. "Besdes, | fed so much better with that bottle
filled with someone dse. Now, to this storytdling. | will accept three
gories. And | will choose the storytellers. Oh, thisissuch fun! Let us
see. Sinbad?’

"That ismy name!” Sinbad replied.

"So nice of you to volunteer," Ozzie answered. "And for our second
goryteller, | think | shal honor the man who freed me."

"But | am but a humble woodcutter!" Ali Baba protested.

"All the better," Ozzie agreed. "Oh, | shdl be able to devise the most
incredibly unpleasant deaths. | have been working upon this ever since
| was trapped in the bottle, don't you know." He paused to survey the
others. "And for our last storyteller? No, no, not you, Harun. | am sure
no one wantsto hear adozen fart storiesimmediately before their
deaths. Perhaps awoman.”

"l will volunteer!" Marjanah called out.
"Oh, dear,” Ozziereplied. "No, | have been listening to you from inside
my bottle. Y ou arefar too good at that sort of thing. | am afraid that

you might win."

Heturned to look at the large group of women at the far entrance.
"Perhaps someone from the palace.”



A small but exceedingly fair woman spoke up from the middle of their
ranks. "Pardon me, O great and noble djinni, but | have been known to
tell agtory or twoinmy time."

"Ah, and aren't you acute little human,” Ozzie chortled. "Yes, | will
enjoy hearing you last of dl, before | kill every one of you. Unlessone
of you-a porter, awoodcutter, or asmall, shy woman-can dazzle me
with your prowess! Oh, | do like thisgame. And what isyour name,
child?'

"Scheherazade," was the woman'sreply.
"It isapretty name aswell. Do not be too frightened.
Scheherazade, when you must attempt to tell a story to delay your

desth." And with that, the great green djinni roared with laughter. But
Scheherazade only folded her handsin front of her, and smiled.



But that is enough for the second day.
If you wish more, you must witness
The Last Arabian Night,
forthcoming presently.



